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ABSTRACT

The contemporary image of sustainable living presents a culturally narrow view of its
participants and the manner of engaging in sustainable living paradigms. Through crystallization
(Ellingson, 2009) I present a mixed methods approach that emphasizes participant observation,
visual, mediated, and discursive analyses, as well as demonstrates the efficacy of Culture
Centered Black Feminist Auto/Ethnography. This project seeks to highlight and place within
historical context, the ways in which African American girls, who are largely left out of the
prevailing image of sustainability, perform and articulate sustainability for themselves, in their
homes, and throughout their home communities.
In their everyday lives, African American girls theorize space and citizenship, and
connect theory to praxis through their production and consumption patterns. Such praxis posits
new ways of seeing and teaching sustainability. It cultivates agility in the way of doing
sustainability and encourages its application in new situations and settings. Yet, a language of
poverty often marginalizes, stigmatizes, and shrouds their acts of citizenship from view.
Providing insight into African American girls’ behaviors, practices, and attitudes toward
sustainable living, demonstrates how they can be understood as environmental stewards, and
global citizens. Further, the knowledge they produce can be represented in artistic ways and
situated so that others might emulate them.
Black Feminist Thought (Hill Collins, 2000) and the Culture-Centered Approach (Dutta
& Pal, 2013) come together with my own personal moments, through Culture-Centered Black
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Feminist Auto/Ethnography, to frame this exploration of the relationships between popular
cultural images of sustainable living that center whiteness and wealth, and the everyday practices
of Black girls whose production and consumption patterns can be rooted in Southern Black
women’s culture (hooks, 1992). In bringing together diverse theoretical, methodological, and
pragmatic threads through crystallization (Ellingson, 2009), this dissertation contributes to
scholarship at the intersections of materialities, discourses, and autoethnographic insights
performed on, with, and through bodies, places, objects, talk, and interaction. Furthermore, this
dissertation cultivates an inclusive understanding of sustainable living that contributes to
communication generally, environmental communication specifically, and discussions about
media and Black girl culture.
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PROLOGUE
PLANTING SEEDS

“Gramma, may I go outside now?”
“Is your homework finished?”
“Most of it.”
“What does that mean?”
“I have a little bit to do later.”
“I see. Best you do it now.”
“How much do I have to do before I can go outside?”
“All of it.”
“All of it?”
“Yes, ma’am, from the rooter to the tooter … then you may go outside and not a
minute before.”
“Aww… Gramma!”
“No time for your complaints. Go on and get to it.”

As a child, my relationship to the world was defined by a set of rules that began with
thankfulness and ended with seeking the Kingdom. I had many mothers in my world—relatives,
neighbors, friends of my family. The mothers’ guidance filled the everyday spaces between
beginning and end, and theirs was communicated more through persistence and clear-cut
expectations than explanation. That was no matter. The reasons for most things became clear
eventually, and when they did, they felt strangely obvious--like something I had known, or
perhaps seen, all along.
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Knowing afforded me that air of confidence some Black girls have that causes the world
to mistake them for little women. By age 13, I could see the “whys” and the necessities of most
things on my own, and I think that was the point of my mothers’ approach to teaching. I gained
experience, and an intimate way of knowing that not only informs my thoughts today but also
paces my walk to skip-speed … always brisk.
Now well into adulthood, I am aware of this rhythm of things, as my movement keeps
time with reminders to “do this this way,” “do that that way” and “get to it.” Everything matters
for some reason or another, and in every arrangement, each thing connects one to the other.
Like so many girls, I came to understand the meaning and purpose in the indirect
messages because the conversations beneath the surface had always been quietly teaching.
“From the rooter to the tooter,” meant “completion,” beginning to end, and was applicable to
most things, from household chores to homework, yard-work, and even meals. The mothers were
careful, even watchful, that emptying my plate did not encourage gluttony. Instead, I learned to
position myself to finish. If finishing meant taking a little less, then nothing would be wasted.
Lessons like these inform my attitudes toward waste today:
1) Always be thankful. To be properly thankful is to understand that both greed and waste
are equally sinful. Therefore,
2) take only what is needed; and,
3) waste nothing: not time, not energy, not effort, not education, not love, not food and
certainly not the seed.
The seed is the beginning.

2

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION TO SUSTAINABILITY AND BLACK GIRLHOOD

In their everyday lives, Black girls think about, conceptualize, and embody their
environment and citizenship. They connect their theorizing to praxis through a particular ethos
around futurity--environmentally sustainable production, consumption, and preservation patterns
for themselves and the next generations--that can be rooted in Southern Black women's culture.
The legacy and future of Southern Black women and the communities they foster lie in families,
neighborhoods, gardens, activism, food, and traditions or, in other words, sustainability
(Boylorn, 2015; hooks, 1992; Wilkerson, 2020). Yet, dominant “green” discourse treats
sustainable living as an economic choice expressed in commercial consumption practices and
accessed through economic privilege (Wilk, 2006). The tendency to view environmental
sustainability through this lens has deprived non-dominant citizens of a deeper understanding of
historicized ecological attitudes, and the ways in which class, race, and gender have structured
environmental responses over time (Taylor, 2002).
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As a result, African American1 girls are un- and underrepresented as uniquely relevant
producers and consumers of sustainable living culture, with a particular ethos--historicized
beliefs, values, and attitudes--that inform their practices, traditions, and ways of articulating
sustainable living. In limited and limiting ways, the language, context, and the discussion around
Black girls’ development has matured from the days of deficit thinking around their growth, thus
opening up new avenues for research and presenting possibilities for intervention where
prescribed negative identity constructs have diminished, and where past research that failed to
highlight Black girls’ participation in this aspect of civic life can be redressed. At the same time,
commercially mediated conceptions of sustainable living give shape and form to various
channels of indifference, first including the presumption of indifference toward sustainability
that is placed upon the Black girl when neither her voice nor her image is recognizable within
representations of sustainability that are public sphere accessible, and second, the mediated
indifference that often suggests the possibility of an environmentally concerned world that is
sustainable without the contributions of girls of color. The resulting presumptions of indifference
inform tensions around who can and does or does not contribute to sustainable living and even,
the types of contributions that are intelligible.
This dissertation intends to intervene at the intersections of invisibility and recognition,
that is, between the power relations that subjugate knowledge and the ideology that renders
Black girls’ contributions to sustainability unintelligible. In the vital area of sustainability where

1

I use the signifiers “African American” and “Black” interchangeably throughout my
dissertation. I use African American when talking about historical and cultural underpinnings of
sustainable living and Black when speaking about and for the girls in my project.
4

participation and contribution to the collective effort to protect, the preservation of natural
resources can be viewed as a nation-building effort backed by citizens. The prevailing notion of
whom among American society participates in sustainable living paradigms is a reflection of
political belonging: who gets to speak, and for that matter, who gets to be seen. Black girls
cannot be left out as they are already deeply involved in sustainability and have been involved
historically. To rephrase recent scholarship for my work, the future of sustainability is Black (see
Durham et al., 2020).

Chapter Preview
In this Introduction, I first provide summaries of (a) contextual and topical bases of my
dissertation, starting with Southern Black women’s and girls’ culture and media representations,
thus situating my study within socio-political-economic and cultural dynamics and within my
interests regarding Black girls and their unique way of articulating sustainability. As I bring
together the bases of my study, I also describe relevant aspects of (b) Black Americans’
participation in environmentalism, social justice, and social activism. Third, I describe my (c)
metatheoretical and methodological commitments. Throughout this chapter, I display the critical
metatheoretical underpinnings of my work (Craig, 1999) but this third main section also brings
my commitments together and enables me to discuss crystallization in which I juxtapose
different forms of inquiry (Ellingson, 2009). These forms of inquiry include discourse analysis
and auto/ethnography to weave together a complex study of the macro and micro D/discourses,
that is, societal, mediated, and everyday talk and interaction discourses with materialities through
which I tell the girls’ as well as my own stories and emotions through words and images.
Crystallization enables me to integrate these different data and forms of qualitative inquiry as
well as utilize Black Feminist Thought (Hill Collins 2000) and the Culture Centered Approach
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(Dutta & pal, 2013) as the bases for own contribution of Culture-Centered Black Feminist
Auto/Ethnography. I conclude with my (d) summary of this chapter and preview of the chapters
that follow.

Contextual and Topical Bases
This project begins with an explanation of (a) Southern Black women’s culture (hooks,
1992) and its relevance to girls’ engagement with sustainable living, past and present. I describe
matters of voice and deficit thinking around Black girls’ lives. Next, I look at (b) media
representations of sustainability, girlhood, and race that are influential in Black girls’ lives, and
understandings of themselves in relation to others and the various discourses that are operational
in arrangements that conceal their way of engaging with sustainability. This discussion delves
into concerns of presumed indifference and challenging indifference This discussion happens at
an opportune moment to look at race and shifting notions of belonging that today are speaking to
an emerging “turn” in social relations that research involving people and race must not overlook.
After presenting this overview of scholarship surrounding my topic and its theoretical bases, I
then shift to provide a broader and more historical context, which situates my topic and
theorizing within socio-political and cultural dynamics over time.

Southern Black Women’s Culture and Influence
Girls’ relationships with influential women have notable impacts on their growth over
time and in ways that are unique to regional cultures. Bell Hooks (1992) popularized the concept
of Southern Black Women’s Culture as a contextualizing tool for understanding the rooted and
ongoing impacts of Black women’s lives midst struggle in America (Leadbeater and Way, 2007).
Hooks’ immediately recognized the significance of that relationship in the dedication to her
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seminal work, Ain’t I A Woman: Black Women and Feminism (1981). “For Rosa Bell, my mother
… who told me when I was a child that she had once written poems—that I had inherited my
love of reading and my longing to write from her (n.p.).” Indeed, what we inherit from our
forebears provides a framework for understanding our identity through theirs (Goodall, 2004, p.
497). For hooks, these soft forms of inheritance matter for the good that they promise, including
our ability to locate ourselves, to situate our lives historically, and to live sustainably every day,
even in periods of lack or decline.
This project looks closely at Southern Black women’s culture for its role in shaping
Black girls’ experiences with and ways of articulating environmental sustainability. The
discussion includes a look at the environmental evolution of customs and attitudes stemming
from West African cultural roots to the American South, then across the Americas into Western
territories. Movement through environmental challenges and often hostile socio-political terrain
has informed much of the context within which Black women and girls historically have
developed practices of care, creativity, self-expression, resilience, and leadership (Boylorn,
2015; Conklin, 1983; Parker, 2020) that extend from early life to adulthood. During adolescence
particularly, girls experience profound changes in behavior and expectations for the future, with
respected models reinforcing growth through feedback and ongoing encouragement--a process
that typically involves women-centered networks (Ross Leadbeater & Way, 2007, p. 142). By
maintaining time-honored connections to land-centered values learned as youth, Black women
are equipped to cultivate those values in their own daughters and other girls (Davis & Jones,
2021; hooks, 1992; Reuther, 2004; Wilkerson, 2020), providing them with tools for maturation,
stability, and sustainability. Today, faced with managing their environment in a consumer-based
society that is formulated toward wealth generation and optimal resource utilization (Basu, 2019,
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p. 935), historicized mores and folkways are given contemporary relevance (Assman, 1998) as
girls apply these tools in new situations and new settings.
Cultural memory (Assman, 1998) describes the emotional, physiological, and temporal
experience of linkage between past, present, and future ways of being in the world.
Intergenerational relationships among women and girls figure prominently in these arrangements
and have long been recognized as an important resource in African American communities (Ross
Leadbeater & Way, 2007, p. 144; see also Martin & Martin 1978; Wilson, 1997). As these ideas
suggest, Black girls’ words, attitudes, and ways of engaging with environmentalism are more
than mere products of adversities (Ross Leadbeater & Way, 2007). Rather, they are the results of
generationally cultivated values and competencies in matters relating to consumption,
production, preservation, and futurity.
By focusing on girls who identify as Black, this project uncovers new perspectives on
sustainability and challenges today’s scholars to continually study the relevant but largely
undocumented aspects of sustainability, such as its ontological underpinnings, the particular
ethos that has given shape and historical dimension to its meaningful application and imbued
feelings of good will and interconnectedness in its custodians. To offer new perspectives and
fresh approaches to living sustainably, this work aimed to answer the important question of how
girls articulate the ideas and ideals of sustainability. These are more than expressions of agency,
or even Black girls’ agility at negotiating their lives midst competing adversities, but also are
reflections of their inheritance.
Southern Black women’s culture and contemporary notions of girlhood shape and are
shaped by Black girls’ experiences with and knowledge about themselves, and their worlds, in
relation to others. hooks (1981, 1992), Ross Leadbeater and Way (2007), Reuther (2004), and
Davis and Jones (2021) are among theorists who emphasize the importance of women-centered
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networks, but particularly so in girls’ lives for their role in reinforcing growth through feedback,
ongoing encouragement, and equipping them for survival in gendered, raced, and classed world.
Familial and community-based interactions with mentors regarded as family, including other
respected women, equip girls to challenge stereotypes, create their own positive identities, and
nurture life-sustaining relationships (Reuther, 2004; Ross Leadbeater & Way, 2007). The next
section looks at media representation as a significant contributor to notions of self, and attitudes
and understandings of sustainability in relation to identity.

Politics of Absence and (mis)Representation
Media representations contribute to notions of the self. Yet, African American girls have
neither been featured prominently, nor have they been included in the idealized image of
sustainable living. This lack of inclusion is something different from being excluded, but Black
girls are unseen and unheard nonetheless. Most notably, Black girls’ absence from commercial
advertising where sustainable living is a distinct attribute/aspect/component of the messaging,
has the effect of constructing them as indifferent toward the environment, thus non-participatory
within sustainable living paradigms. From that mediated experience with absence, a story of
Black girlhood flowers.
This story is embedded within a larger narrative about the world today, marked by
declining biodiversity and natural resources, ecological degradation, and increasing threats to
public health (Mckibben, 2010; Shiva, 2003; Theis & Tomkin, 2012) with each exacerbated by
ideologies promoting free-market corporatism and decentralization of governing power over
environmental matters (Asen, 2006; Steger, 2013). Making sense of the individual’s place in the
world today is wrought with complexity. The convolution of market-based philosophies and
identity constructs have resulted in binding identity, personal lifestyle, and in-group affiliation to
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individual purchasing patterns (Soron, 2009; Szasz, 2007). Commercial media, which are used to
highlight environmental issues in relation to products and services, have tended to construct
sustainability as a feel-good economic identity project, resulting in its commodification. The
process cultivates a willingness to pay for a circumscribed notion of sustainable living that
results in a shallow investment in ecological preservation (Soron, 2009; Wilk, 2006). Noting the
developing trend in identity consumption, Szasz (2007) explored the shift from protecting the
environmental to protecting ourselves.
… each year more and more Americans buy ‘inverted quarantine’ products such as
bottled water, water filters, organic foods, and “organic” “natural” or “nontoxic”
household products and personal hygiene products. Consumers … believe that these
products will help shield them from toxic substances in our environment. (p. 11)
Szasz maintained that this approach accomplishes little environmentally, and despite the high
dollar value of such purchases, the value of citizen action and input is significantly reduced. In
accordance with this thinking, Szasz questioned the long-term environmental and political
consequences responding to collective environmental threats with individual consumerism.
Szasz argued that when faced with adverse environmental factors that stand to affect all, society
must necessarily respond collectively to bring about meaningful change, positing the potential
for arriving at other, more meaningful ways of collectively engaging with sustainability. First,
however, it is important to understand the means by which citizen action, stemming from
environmental concern, can succumb to consumerism.
In the everyday scheme, consumer goods are cloaked, that is, packaged and branded
“green.” As a hallmark of environmental sustainably, “green” is understood to be good for
individuals and good for the environment, thus regarded as a declaration of an environmental
commitment on the part of the producer, and concurrently the purchaser. Both are engaged in
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achieving a certain desirable and familiar brand identity. Each purchase asserts a set of desirable
characteristics that include the individual consumer’s degree of access, economic wealth, and
willingness to purchase “green.” It also can communicate a type of environmental consciousness.
However, these attributes which primarily are identity-affirming, fall short of communicating a
salient collective ethos around environmental sustainability. Instead, individual engagement with
consumerism as environmentalism resonates as shallow investment in environmental wellbeing.
The conflation of identity, consumerism, and American environmental culture also has
the effect of re-inscribing age-old race and indifference narratives in new and more pervasive
forms. Inequity, then, becomes the root cause of economic disparities among people and unequal
access to commercial resources that are distributed geographically. These factors influence
engagement with commercial forms of environmental sustainability and go largely unaccounted
for, resulting in a stereotype of indifference that circulates domestically. Technology and the
interconnectedness of global communication enables the ongoing global transport/export of
racialized indifference narratives imposed upon people of color generally. Such attributions to
Black women and girls are particularly heinous, given that worldwide this segment of the
population is disproportionately impacted by poverty and gender-based violence against them,
including, but not limited to sex-selective abortion, infanticide, neglect, malnutrition,
harassment, early marriage, sex trafficking, sexual assault, and homicide (Ellsberg & Heise
2005). Their marginalization has emerged as a health and development issue, with policy makers
recognizing that violence against women has serious consequences for society overall (Ellsberg
& Heise, 2005, p. 10). Others maintain that rights and protections for women and girls are
ultimately human rights issues (Crocco, 2007). Meanwhile, indifference narratives have
proliferated to now have a particular situatedness within green discourse, where perceptions that
are formulated and maintained lead to deeper forms of marginalization. The United Nations
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(UN) has played a pivotal role in promoting women’s and girl’s rights, taking steps to highlight
the connections between the health and wellbeing of women and girls, with global environmental
health. The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is committed to a new
frame for development in order to achieve gender equity and empowerment of all women and
girls, but also to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all (United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals, 2021).
As early as 1990, numerous studies documented the fact that while much attention and
analysis has focused on social correlates of concern for environmental quality (Lowe & Pinhey,
1992; Mitchell, 1980; Mohai, 1990; Mohai & Twight, 1987) little attention has been given to
racial differences in approaches to environmentalism (Mohai, 1990). In other words, up to that
point, communities of color were not asked to share their views on the environment. Although
studies revealed significant racial bias in the incidence of environmental hazards (Commission
for Racial Justice 1987; U.S. General Accounting Office, 1983) with Blacks among the most
adversely affected, little was known about environmental awareness, concern, and/or political
activity in Black communities (Mohai, 1990) in mainstream scholarship and environmental
activism. Absent the data to support any other notion, people of color were presumed indifferent
toward the environment, a characterization that stood in contrast to their history of challenging
indifference.

Sustainability, Responsibility and Indifference
Black girls are missing from the commercial image and academic discussion around
sustainability studies. Together, these realities function to create a false perception of their
indifference, which then serves as justification or reason for their ongoing exclusion,
misrepresentation and unrecognized participation within sustainability. These indifference
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narratives suggest a lack of interest, empathy or concern for environmental matters. Broadly
speaking, communication studies literature has addressed indifference in a number of ways.
Baumgartner (1988) saw suburban indifference as an aspect of consumption with an important
role in “moral minimalism.” Moral minimalism is a practice among some suburbanites that is
characterized by a lack of social integration and general disinterest in matters pertaining to
others. According to Baumgartner, suburban indifference is “customarily viewed as sources of
disorder and antagonism in human affairs, [yet] suburban indifference fosters a moral order that
is largely void of violence and rancor, but also is noted for civility and forbearance” (p. 3) that
are hallmarks of classist organization. Szasz (2007) describes indifference as negativity “toward
problems or conditions that affect other communities or society as a whole” (p. 86).
Interestingly, for Szasz, shared indifference functions as a unifying factor in suburban life. Both
argue that indifference figures prominently in the ethics of belonging where belonging is framed
in terms of access and class-affirming consumerism.
Meanwhile, as far away from U.S. suburban life as the Amazon rain forest, people live
out lives that afford little opportunity for environmental indifference or even indifference toward
others. These peoples provide stand-out examples of cooperation and collectivism that others can
emulate. Led by three generations of women, members of the indigenous Waorani community
formed alliances with 16 other communities in the fight against oil interests for cultural survival
and rainforest protection (Anderson, 2019). These are far more than local concerns: “When
indigenous people fight to defend and enforce their rights, they are protecting their future and
ours” (Anderson, 2019, p. 7). Protecting the rainforest means roughly 500,000 acres of trees that
serve as carbon sponges by removing metric tons of greenhouse gases from Earth’s atmosphere
are also protected.
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The fate of the globe hinges on saving the Amazon rainforests, which, after the oceans,
are the world’s most important carbon sinks. As its traditional inhabitants and historical
defenders, indigenous communities are essential to effective climate mitigation strategy,
and represent a powerful buffer against the destruction of an ecosystem that regulates our
planet’s cycles of oxygen, carbon, and freshwater. (p. 6)
Every ecological protection the Waorani provide today, as their ancestors have for thousands of
years, stands to benefit an unknowing world, one that is largely impervious to indigenous life
and labor. Before the Waorani had their day in court, and before oil-block maps of the Amazon
territory they call home were richly illustrated with the addition of their stories about their lives
and history in relation to the territory they have cultivated and protected, their work on the
world’s behalf also was unseen.

Challenging Indifference Narratives
Concerned that matters of environmental justice2 could be adversely impacted by
unfounded notions of indifference toward environmental sustainability among Black
communities, social scientists began to deconstruct the Black indifference stereotype as an idea
that forecloses on the possibility of recognizing unique ways of articulating and engaging with
sustainability. The approaches were varied. For instance, Lee et al. (2015) looked at consumption
in the context of postmodern community and argued that “environmental attitude and sustainable
consumption behavior is enhanced by consumption values through place identity” (p. 597).
Among people for whom identity is defined geographically, there is a greater inclination to

2

Theorists have maintained the futility of seeking a single, universally agreed upon definition of
environmental justice, as differences in geographic location, history, political reality and
institutional contexts inform different understandings and discursive applications of the term,
with a range of political implications (Holifield, 2001; Schlosberg, 2013).
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practice sustainable consumption behavior in response to the perceived economic and social
value of belonging to or living in a particular community. Internationally, the idea of sustainable
consumption values is highlighted in the case of the Waorani and others, who can be seen as
communities of people who are working to preserve resources that benefit the world, from their
home inside the Amazon rain forest. In that space, indifference is mute. Dorsey (1999) dealt with
indifference and its hidden assumptions by highlighting the counter-narrative in specific attitudes
toward environmental protection, and where that protection intersects with grassroots activism3
among communities of color. In a key example, Dorsey (1999) looked at the situating of a wasteto-energy facility in predominantly Black Flint-Genesee County. Anything but apathetic, the
community responded by forming grassroots coalitions against it and in favor of clean water.
This was not the first time that citizens of a majority Black town confronted a looming
environmental issue with grassroots activism.4 In 1982, national environmental protests by
African Americans were sparked when Warren County, North Carolina, was selected as the
burial site for soil contaminated with highly toxic, polychlorinated biphenyl—a waste product of
industrial processes (Chavis, 1987). The site selection prompted public demonstrations by

3

This project defines grassroots activism as a method of campaigning for change by citizens,
individual or collective, and often from the opposite end of the political power spectrum.
Grassroots activism begins at the level of community.
Grassroots environmental justice activism emerged from Black communities in response to
perceived governmental indifference toward their endangerment. In an important example of
thriving environmental interest, the late 1980s saw Rev. Dr. Benjamin Chavis coin the term,
“environmental racism” to define the public policies and practices that routinely shifted the
burden of environmental costs (biological and economic) to Black communities (Bullard, 1993;
Dorsey, 2001). Most notable at the time, Black communities often were selected as dumping
sites for the byproducts of industry, thus endangering life, land, and waterways with discarded
contaminants. Major roadways were erected in ways that today continue to route everburgeoning U.S. traffic flows around and through communities of color, having adverse impacts
on local land via usage, air quality due to vehicular emissions, groundwater from highway runoff
contaminated with vehicle fluids, and overall quality of life in these settings.

4
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residents--women and girls included--who maintained that the repository threatened public
health and environmental quality, and as such, violated citizens’ civil and human rights.
Both efforts gained national attention for a time, thus were perceived by the
movement’s creators as environmental, cultural, and political boons for Black communities,
moving environmental justice to the fore of mainstream concern, and deconstructing lingering
stereotypes that were grounded in contrived notions of apathy toward the environment among
people of color. The North Carolina-based resistance to the toxic waste burial marked a first, as
local citizens linked civil rights and environmentalism in a multi-faceted grassroots initiative to
protect their natural environs. From that grassroots effort, environmental justice came into being
(Chavis, 1987). A special committee report on toxic injustice (Chavis, 1987) which looked at the
characteristics of communities with hazardous waste sites found that 80 percent of the nation’s
20,000 waste facilities were located in and around Black communities. The findings of that
report suggested that communities of color bear an unequal share of the nation’s waste burden.
Actions taken as a result of that burden, provide evidence that despite adversity, African
Americans are not indifferent, rather they are willing to take action to avoid ecological
degradation.
Maintaining support for such activism among communities of color has not been without
challenge or hindrance. Investigation into citizen response to the Michigan waste water crisis
found that issues of access pose one such hindrance, but that support for environmental
initiatives among people of color is most readily maintainable when structural frames allow for
flexibility (Dorsey, 1999, p. 3). Flexibility might mean the time, freedom, or ability to address
the obligations of health, family and personal pursuits, which are typically considered choices or
luxuries of economic privilege. The finding marked another boon for deconstructing notions of
Black indifference, which is critical for broadening the range of potential for sustainability.
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While indifference can be seen as informing a particular ethos that has unifying power under
conditions of class-based consumerism (Baumgartner, 1988; Halle, 1990; Szasz, 2007) the
opposite is true when indifference is wielded as an expressly derogatory stereotype. Indifference
then becomes weaponized, as a tool of marginalization that has the gravitas to support particular
racialized exclusions. Marketers may be incentivized to promote an image of sustainable living
that is narrowly focused in terms of culture and uniquely tied to economic class, for example.
Social scientists Gallagher and Lippard (2014) provided a framework for understanding the
significance of the stereotypes like indifference that are “expressly derogatory.” Referring to the
1980s-1990s welfare queen stereotype, they note that the exaggerated character of the queen is
associated with a perceived “welfare crisis.” Crisis meant, “rising numbers of people, especially
single mothers, receiving public assistance, allegedly leading to a variety of social problems” (p.
1328).
Social problems were understood economically, not as the precursors to any form of
institutional redress or redistribution5 (Fraser, 2009) but as the costly burden of the public atlarge. While the “controlling image” of the welfare queen (Hill Collins, 2009, 1990) shrouded
actual injustices that both informed and resulted of the stereotype for some, the juxtaposition of
“queen on the public dole” versus “contributing citizen” provided a favorable economic identityframe for others.
A stereotype of indifference toward the environment among people of color functions in
a similar manner, but also frames the scope of potential responses to ecological crisis. While
many can agree that some measure of ecological crisis does indeed exist, and that it is

5

Cultural theorist Nancy Fraser (2009) rejected the usual approach to the politics of recognition
– the identity model – in favor of “recognition as integrated with struggles for redistribution” (p.
Redistribution is concerned with the socially just allocation of goods, duties, and privileges to
achieve equity. This project refers to redistribution in relation to the rights and privileges of
citizenship and distributive justice.
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exacerbated by climate change, the point of departure from unified agreement is the effective
response to that crisis, begging the question of what a positive response can look like. Imagining
the possibilities, the matter of stereotypes, controlling images, and the marginalization that
imagined realities can simultaneously reveal and conceal, emerges as a core concern stemming
from the environmentally indifferent stereotype. Indifference is a particularly virulent tool of
marginalization because it renders those to whom the stereotype is assigned culpable in their own
disenfranchisement from inclusion in the pursuits of civil society (Hill Collins, 2009). In this
way, the stereotype forecloses on the possibility for recognizing the means by which diverse
groups in diverse settings engage with sustainability. Accordingly, other sustainability
stakeholders, that is, people who also occupy the planet and rely upon its ecological resources for
survival and continuity, are effectively barred from the opportunity to share in the most effective
aspects of their fellow citizens’ engagements with sustainability.
Therefore, this project is concerned with currently prevailing discourses around
environmentalism generally and ecologically sustainable living specifically, as well as
exclusionary imagery, and research around aspects of Black girls’ lives that have encouraged
deficit-model thinking about them (Brown, 2006; Leadbeater & Way, 2007) and have rendered
their participation within sustainability paradigms unintelligible. Because mediated
communication largely informs the accepted political construct of sustainable living today,
media themselves have become arbiters of truth relative to sustainability, despite the realities of
community-level communication, interaction, and influence within environmental dynamics.
Ultimately, this work highlights and places within historical context the ways that Black girls
perform and articulate sustainability in their homes and home communities, but also foregrounds
opportunities where Black girls’ actions and attitudes toward sustainability can have
transformative power. This project can be instrumental in cultivating an inclusive understanding

18

of sustainable living—one that contributes to communication generally, environmental
communication specifically, and extends the discussion about media and culture by examining
the ways Black girls consume and produce culture. In the discussion around citizenship, I argue
that the influences of home, community, and nation are not only reflected in Black girls’ ways of
articulating sustainability, but function in reciprocal relationship with sustainability efforts in the
broader global arena, an ecological reality that is examined further in later chapters, including
Chapter 5.
Environmentalism Justice, Civic Duty and Black Women’s Activism
In this section, I first review the history of Black participation in environmentalism,
environmental justice, and social activism, then explore current outlooks on ecological
conditions. This section is an extended summary and analysis of community dynamics that
remain in motion today. These come to bear upon my topic primarily because this history has
been influential in Black girls’ development over time, in relation to others, and in their lives and
attitudes. This section is lengthy because it is the only place in this dissertation where such sociopolitical-economic and cultural forces are summarized.
The history of American environmentalism is largely a history of middle-class white
male activism, thus rendering the history as an important but still incomplete narrative. Taylor
(2002) writes, “The tendency to view all environmental activism through this lens has deprived
us of a broad understanding of the ways in which class, race and gender relations have structured
environmental responses over time” (p. 16) — a misstep that has led to the reification of partial
truths, accepted as knowledge that forecloses on the opportunity to recognize the contributions of
others to environmental protection and activism, particularly minoritized populations. To be
clear, the Black experience with environmentalism did not begin in America. Environmental
history reveals much of the human relationship to land in pre-colonial African culture, when its
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citizens had already invented technology for farmland irrigation, and collectively growing crops,
and extracting minerals from subsoil (Davidson, 1974; Dorsey, 2001; Rodney 1972). It could be
said that these advances happened organically, as environmental arrangements in populated areas
of the continent were such that the land rewarded group orientation, cooperation, and close
relationship with nature.
African societies evolved in an immense physical environment offering sunlight and
warmth as well as an abundance of food and climate stability. In this setting, competition among
different ethnic groups for natural resources was unnecessary. In Europe, seasonal change and
limited geo-space created the need for territorial expansion for raw materials, and foreign goods.
On North American soil, differing attitudes and relationships to land emerged as a result of
diverse environmental conditions. The Northern territories of early America also were marked by
rough terrain, rocky soil, and limited space--conditions that necessarily cultivated attitudes
around competition, direct land ownership, and individual stewardship of land. In the Southern
territories a wealth of natural resources and fertile land conducive to large-scale farming gave
rise to different Southern attitudes toward land, ownership, and its purpose (Dorsey, 1999;
Freyfogle, 2007; Montgomery, 2007). In each case, adaptation strategies that were key to
survival within a given geographic terrain resulted in differing regional attitudes toward the
environment and each other (Diop, 1974). For the African in America, those inherited skills,
resulting from pre-American experience, were necessarily conflated with the new American
ideals, that in many regards, came up from the ground. This section discusses (a) adversity,
agency and resilience, (b) grassroots organizing, and (c) limits of economic sustainability.
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Adversity, Agency and Resilience
Moving forward in history to the post-World War II era, the United States government
enacted the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 commonly known as the “G.I. Bill.” The
law provided a variety of benefits for World War II veterans. These benefits ranged from tuition
payment and low-cost mortgages to low interest loans to start businesses (Herbold, 1994),
allowances that assisted soldiers returning home in building wealth and security by allowing
affordable access to education, homeownership, and long-term economic viability. Dorsey
(2001) clarified that although the G.I. Bill was not expressly written to exclude African
American servicemen returning home, amidst the Jim Crow period, the Bill was interpreted
through a racialized lens, thus enacted differently for Blacks than for Whites. Locally,
administrators of the new law routinely denied Black veterans’ applications for the assistance
afforded their peers, effectively barring them from access to the modes of growth and
development the law provided (Katznelson, 2005; Kotz, 2005). Withholding benefits from Black
soldiers is an important example of systemic conditions that historically has made ownership,
and the relationship to land that comes with it, challenging for people of color. Yet, these and
similar systemic conditions reveal that Black families also have other particularized engagements
with the natural environment, thus forming production and consumption practices that inform
their lived experience with sustainable living today.
Despite systemic boundaries, women and children particularly have a long history of
developing their own unique relationships to their surroundings (Greene, 2005) and of
expressing those relationships in and through various forms of engagement with the
environment. Whether women organizing community and environmental activism (Brown, 2006;
Parker, 2020; Tate, 2003), establishing garden clubs in burgeoning urban communities (Lerner,
1974), laying the literary groundwork for Black feminist theory (Bambara,1970; Hill Collins,
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1990; hooks, 1984; James, 1999; Lorde, 1983; Lugones, 1991; Mohanty, 1986; Williams &
Lewis, 2021) or their children defining and extending their relationships to community territory
through play (Chudacoff, 2007), their actions serve as examples of ways in which the Black
family unit is emblematic of different approaches to production and consumption with women .
Indeed, in the postbellum South, Black families that populated the shores of the Carolinas and
Mid-Atlantic states derived their lives and livelihood from the sea (Cecelski, 2001; Kahrl, 2016).
Any discussion around sustainable living needs to delineate these historicized perspectives on
sustainability (Kahrl, 2014). These necessarily include but are not the exclusive domain of
resilience strategies which also inform ecological sustainability even as they emerge out of
various geographies and family compositions (Greene, 2005; Julier, 2005; Kahrl, 2014). While it
is important to account for the role of adversity in sustainable living, it is equally important to
note that adverse circumstances, poverty, and lack are neither characteristic of Black families,
nor are they the sole determinants of the Black family experience with the environment. To
presume inequality to be the single, most powerful motivation for environmental engagement
would amount to a denial of individual and collective agency, care and connection among
people, and conscious regard for natural resources, which evidence suggests is alive and well
among Black communities.

Women, Girls and Grassroots Organizing
The Warren County, North Carolina, resistance effort was groundbreaking. Theirs
marked a first as American citizens linked civil rights with environmentalism in a multi-faceted
grassroots initiative (see Figure 25). Organizers sought solutions to rampant social inequality that
was compounded by inequity in disposal of hazardous waste and other environmental abuses. To
make important distinctions clear, “inequality” refers to number or quantity, but also can be used

22

to qualitatively express conditions relating to matters of access, opportunity or treatment,
whereas “inequity” refers to injustice or unfairness. The two are sometimes used
interchangeably. Warren County residents faced all of the above.
I have a favorite photograph from 1982 that shows two little Black girls who are walking
arm in arm. One child is wearing a huge sign that reads, “No PCBs. Don’t harm the lives of
generations to come.” The other little girl is also wearing a sign and hers reads, “We care about
the future. Warren County Youth,” or something similar. Their facial expressions show concern
and determination. They are walking, chanting, and involved right out in front of the effort to
protect their community from becoming a toxic waste disposal site. Behind the girls is a long line
of people holding signs. The image gives the impression that the girls are actually leading that
procession. I mention this picture here because those small-town protests in 1982 were about the
environment and the signs those little girls carried had us thinking about our future.
A 1987 special project on toxic injustice report that looked at the characteristics of
communities with hazardous waste sites found that 80 percent of the nation’s 20,000 waste
facilities are located in and around Black communities (Chavis, 1987). These communities bear
an unequal share of the burden of environmental wastes--in addition to lack of equality in terms
of access, opportunity and treatment--but also inequity in that citizens have been treated unjustly
and inhumanely in environmental matters.
By 1991, early activism led to larger national campaigns around similar issues, expanding
the environmental justice movement in which women activists frequently outnumbered men
(Greene, 2006). Women’s participation and indeed, their leadership, is significant because it
provides inferential evidence of the source of Black girls’ engagement with and attitudes toward
environmentalism and ecological sustainability. The First National People of Color
Environmental Leadership Summit was held in Washington, DC, in 1991. Attendees shared
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grassroots action strategies to spur further national action. At the same time the environmental
justice movement was taking form, researchers began to study hazardous waste management in
relation to race, gender, and class, with many confirming patterns of disparate exposure to toxins
and hazardous conditions in Black communities (Anderson et al., 1994; Been, 1994; Dorsey,
2001).
The environmental justice movement was built on grassroots community activism but
was legitimized through extensive research and changes in public policy. Broadening the
movement increased political power of the Congressional Black Caucus, which has a favorable
voting record on environmental issues in the U.S. Congress (Dorsey, 2001; Ferris & HahnBaker, 1995). Together, these efforts provided impetus for creating a range of governmental
protections. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) took action in 1992, establishing a
multi-tiered system, which included an Office of Environmental Equity, as well as an Office of
Civil Rights, assisting in forming the National Environmental Justice Advisory Council, and
equipping each of its regional offices with an Environmental Justice Coordinator to oversee
improvements in environmental equity (Ringquist, 1997).
In later years, by Executive Order of President Bill Clinton (Exec. Order No. 12898,
C.F.R. 7629, 1994) federal agencies were directed to incorporate environmental justice into their
mission. The same order created an interagency working group to coordinate environmental
justice plans (Bryant, 1995). Those actions were preceded by the Environmental Justice and
National Environmental Policy Act (1992) the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (1993),
and the Environmental Equal Rights Act (1993). These successes not only provided an expanded
foundation for today’s environmental movement but also a language around which citizens are
equipped to engage with environmental communication, including articulating their concerns
about justice, and accordingly, sustainability.
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More recent environmental initiatives involving the United States have included the Paris
Climate Agreement, Climate Action Plan, and Clean Power Plan, each realized during the
administration of former President Barack Obama (2009-2017). During the same period,
America established new efficiency standards for trucks and buses; produced legislation to
reduce fluorocarbons, and methane emissions; rejected the Keystone oil and Dakota access
pipelines; and finally, invested $90 billion in clean technology and renewable energy, marking
the single largest investment in clean energy, ever. However, it is important to note the relevancy
of fluctuations in political and economic policy, differing beliefs and attitudes toward human and
ecological sustainability, and their subsequent impacts within global sustainability paradigms.
Midst this writing, the aforementioned initiatives were either reversed or under threat of reversal
by administrative changes stemming from differing governmental policy, outlook on
environmental conditions, and its correlate, environmental justice, during the Donald Trump
presidency (2017-2021). Today, these matters are again being taken up under the leadership of
President Joe Biden, who is a proponent of clean energy and environmental justice.
Despite vacillations in policy and perspective, much has been accomplished through
collective agency among concerned people in conjunction with those most immediately, and
often adversely, impacted by environmental change. While policy has remained a primary focus
of environmental protection efforts, nurturance and caregiving have marked successful
arrangements in which women and girls often have outnumbered men, within organizations and
comprising those early environmental justice protests and demonstrations of nonviolent
resistance (Greene, 2005). Strong representation of women and girls of color in these movements
is indicative of their sociocultural orientation toward life and preservation, which are arenas that
reflect the influences of home, other homeplaces, and their organizing systems, as well as the
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strength of relationship to historicized values around sustainability, cultural and environmental
connectivity that fuels community-based activism.

Limits of Solely Economic Approaches to Sustainability
Where sustainability is understood solely as an economic concern, it becomes isolated
from the political struggle of environmentalism, the ecological connection between life, land,
and natural resources but, also the values that connect sustainable living to personal commitment
(Dorsey, 2001). Certainly, the economic aspects of sustainability must be thoughtfully attended
to, but equally important is recognizing that the world’s ecological health and availability of
natural resources is fundamental within most economic systems. It is difficult to identify a
circumstance in which this is not ultimately true. Agricultural economists recognized this reality,
and in response to demand to improve environmental efficiency and move toward sustainability,
they have introduced methods for evaluating natural resource conservation, and have designed
more efficient resource management policies by improving land management, including
preventing land degradation, managing pests, maintaining biodiversity, and preventing livestock
diseases (Lichtenberg et al., 2010). The reality of the limitations of economic systems, and their
dependence upon natural environments, if only for the means of production, brings the
discussion around sustainability in America into the transnational arena, where youth not unlike
those in this study are expressing their concerns for environmental welfare through similar forms
of activism (Mueller & Bentley, 2009; Mwaura, Fitzgerald & deSouza,2019). Industrial
environmental degradation is forcing a shift in focus onto resilience, sustainable living strategies
for reducing consumption and encouraging a positive attitude toward global natural resource
preservation. In line with the shift in focus, the conversation is necessarily turning to working
together.
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Spaces we call “civil society” are largely defined by a sense of efficacy and shared
purpose that enables citizens to address large problems collectively by starting small and locally.
As global attention shifts to environmental issues and focuses on smart consumption,
preservation, and reduction and reuse of natural resources, prevailing notions of individual or
group indifference toward the environment can challenge the intelligibility of diverse forms of
participation within these paradigms. Black women and girls’ experiences with environmental
activism and everyday sustainable living have gone largely unacknowledged as contributions to
environmentalism overall, and little of the beliefs, values, attitudes, and behaviors that informed
those experiences has been translated into the postmodern conversation around sustainable
living, recognition, and civic responsibility.
Further, the relative absence of Black girls from sustainable living media, the realm of the
public sphere in which ideas about sustainable living are constructed and disseminated,
continually reinscribes the aging, inadequate construct of the environmentally indifferent Black
(Dorsey, 2001). The omission constructs the African American girl as uninvolved and
unconcerned with the collective ecological responsibilities of citizens; and contributes to
disconnecting/cutting off their local contributions to sustainable living culture, where they may
exist, from larger global sustainability efforts. Yet, every day, Black girls’ lived experiences
provide micro-level responses to global environmental crises. Their responses are deeply
personal, political, and embodied. They are also cultivated — relatable to cross-generational
consumption practices that are characteristic of Southern Black women’s culture — and uniquely
tied to the performance of citizenship.
Theorists have argued that contemporary representations of minoritized groups have
shifted in keeping with the emergence of a “modern” racism (Entman, 1990; Gilroy, 1991;
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Jawani, 2009). Hall (1990) argued that contemporary racism has evolved into a more
sophisticated form, which he identified as inferential racism, and described as:
… apparently naturalized representations of events and situations relating to race,
whether factual or fictional which have racist premises and propositions inscribed in them
as a set of unquestioned assumptions. These enable racist statements to be formulated
without ever bringing into awareness the racist predicates on which these statements are
grounded (pp. 12-13).
Certainly, such inferences are most explicit when mediated texts can be subjected to critical
discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1992; van Dijk, 1987, 1991). Representation in mediated texts is
discussed further in Chapter 2. Here however, it bears noting that while the visual representation
of the Black girl in mediated settings would signal inclusion and progress in one sense, as a mere
aspect of diversity alone, it would be an insufficient means of expressing their values, resilience,
and connections to sustainability in domestic and global arenas. The lack of information about
their lives with sustainability suggests that my culture-centered Black feminist auto/ethnographic
approach to research is needed, as it aims to provide in-depth analysis of these circumstances and
to derive meaning from the ways in which Black girls articulate sustainability, where and when
they do.
Mediated notions of sustainable living, which are largely informed by green product
advertising, are visually and rhetorically communicated within the limited discursive frames of
competitive individualism and wealth. The language and materialities of poverty then silence or
stigmatize Black girls’ way of articulating sustainability within the popular cultural discourse
around sustainable living. As nations consider the potentialities of global climate change,
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visibility and participation within green discourse6 (Plec, 2011) and related activities have
implications for national belonging and symbolic performance of domestic and global
citizenship.
Further, participation within sustainable living paradigms has grown in importance as
“new technologies and changing institutions” within the bourgeoning green economy are
“increasingly a source of policy responses and initiatives” (Gibbs & O’Neill, 2014, p. 201).
Although in the postmodern world “green” has its own discursive terrain, it is still contested
territory of strengths and constraints. While policy makers and commentators increasingly agree
that a green economy is desirable, from both an environmental an economic perspective” (Gibbs
& O’Neill, 2014, p. 202) it has not been fully achieved, suggesting that now is the time to
address its foundational issues.
To that end, this work makes visible the ways that power and politics of absence—from
the commercial image of sustainable living and sustainable living culture—function to
marginalize Black girls within these paradigms by shielding their contributions to sustainable
living from view. The approach to study was two-tiered. Beginning with textual analysis, this
project looked at green advertising7 campaign featuring television and print advertisements.

6

As a function of green economic development, green discourse describes the communicative
aspects of language, culture, economy, and policy that characterize contemporary approaches to
environmental protection from waste and resource over-exploitation, to moderation of human
contribution to climate change, and management of the transition from fossil fuel to renewable
energy (Cook, 2010, p. 833; see also Gibbs & O’Neill, 2014). Moderating the human
contribution to each of these areas is a primary focus of sustainable living.
7
Green advertising is the practice of developing and promoting products and services in ways
that appeal to consumers’ environmental concerns (Sheehan & Atkinson, 2012). Kilbourne
(1995) characterized “green” as a two-dimensional concept with political (reformism to
radicalism) and human positional (anthropocentric to eco-centric) dimensions. In that early work
Kilbourne offered a framework for codifying the measure of “green” in green advertising,
arguing that it could encompass environmentalism, conservation, preservation, human welfare
and ecology. International theorists have sought to define green advertising in a more literal
sense, investigating strategic use of color and its implications as marketing strategists
increasingly invoke sustainability practices as part of environmental campaigns (Brulle, 2010)
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Content was examined and interpreted to gather a sense of the ways in which advertising
generally frames the public discourse and image of sustainable living. Next, this project explored
through interview, and placed within historical context, the ways in which African American
girls, acting out of cultivated agency, and in some cases having limited economic means,
articulate and perform sustainability inside the homeplace and in their home communities.

Metatheoretical and Methodological Commitments
Throughout this introduction, it is noted that historical, contemporary, and locale-specific
discourses have informed the topic and context of my study. Metatheoretical traditions that focus
both on social construction for socio-historical and cultural understandings in context and on
power as contestation and productive means for adaptation and transformation provide the basis
for my study (Craig, 1999). Within these traditions in communication, I needed an umbrella or
overarching way of discussing the complexities of my study and the multiple voices and

and burgeoning “green” business paradigms. Evidence suggests that green functions peripherally
to signal sustainability, and to strategically and intentionally put forward an eco-friendly brand
image (Baek et al., 2020). Marked differences are noted in consumer reactions to brand
marketing and advertising that employs color to signal eco-friendliness, with the degree of
acceptance by consumers being subject to individual depth of understanding of persuasion and
its usefulness in marketing communications (Baek et al., 2020). In the process of
“greenwashing,” advertisers “color” products and services discursively by employing buzzwords
such as “organic,” “sustainable” and “eco-friendly” (Matthes et al., 2018, p. 127; see also Baum,
2012; Parguel et al., 2015). Thus, while “green” claims are made invoking sustainability,
implicitly or explicitly, the lack of a salient definition of “sustainability” or codified means of
grasping “green,” means that consumers with an affinity toward nature are challenged to
determine whether a company’s production processes are as green as their advertising says.
Even as consumers whose “purchasing practices consider the environmental impact of
production processes” are engaging in “green consumerism” (Smith & Bortree, 2012, p. 525;
Stern, 2000, p. 410), “green” is still a matter of interpretation (Mitra, 2019) and the productive
environmental outcomes one might expect of their efforts remain to be seen. The amount of
goods consumed is not reduced; rampant consumption persists (Dryzek, 2005; Smith & Bortree,
2012). Advertising allows consumers to see themselves as making a difference in the
environment and for society overall. The paradox suggests the need to consider the personal,
professional, and policy realms of green advertising (Mitra, 2019, p. 3) and, with greater
specificity, the intersections between identity, sustainability, and consumerism.
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discursive-material tensions I bring to my work. As a result, I use crystallization as my
overarching methodological framework that enables use of different metatheoretical traditions.
According to Ellingson (2009), this approach enables me to have a means of pulling together the
different kinds of data, analyses, and insights that make up my dissertation:
Crystallization combines multiple forms of analysis and multiple genres of representation
into a coherent text or series of inter-related texts, building a rich and openly partial
account of a phenomenon that problematizes its own construction, highlights the
researcher’s vulnerabilities and positionality, makes claims about socially constructed
meanings, and reveals the indeterminacy of language and claims even as it makes them.
(Ellingson, 2009, p. 4)
Using crystallization allows me to draw upon discourse studies for my empirical work and
autoethnography8, specifically Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/ethnography, to delve into
my own memories and embodied experiences.
Discourse studies draws from interdisciplinary research in which the linguistic turn that
developed how people socially construct and change their worlds was deepened through analyses
of micropractices, mesoformations, and macrostructures. In its many forms, the study of
discourse centers around linguistic choices, talk-in-interaction, narratives, mediated texts, online
organizing, and socio-cultural understandings of local and global worlds (Fairhurst & Putnam,
2014). In the endeavor to explicate how everyday talk and interaction (discourse) shape and are
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Autoethnography is a creative and experimental process and product (Ellis, Adams, Bochner,
2011) that foregrounds the engagement of complicated cultural issues, often issues of hardship,
such as with sustainability, and autoethnographers commonly work with a heightened attention
to descriptiveness, emotion, evocative and emotive detail, and researcher vulnerability. For a
fuller description of autoethnography see Berry (2022), Bochner & Ellis (2016), and Ellis,
Adams, Bochner (2011), and for an introduction to critical autoethnography, see Boylorn and
Orbe (2014).
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shaped by cultural formations (Discourse) and all the myriad layers producing this discursive
scheme (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000), an ecologically textured and politicized understanding of
the world can be portrayed. Thus, the neglected history of Southern Black women and girls and
of their contributions to sustainability can be contextualized in ways that make this history an
active agent in today’s environmental action. Moreover, recent contributions to the study of
discourse as organizing redress the neglect of materialities -- bodies, sites, and artifacts -- in
scholarship and practice (Ashcraft et al., 2009). These works form an evolving basis for
examining how diverse d/Discourses and materialities integrate to form realities and organizing
processes, namely, the ways in which Southern Black women and girls go about their everyday
sustainability work and the communities they form to advocate for their collective interests and
needs.
These d/Discourses and the auto/ethnographic passages and analyses (to be described
shortly) draw from critical race theory in which some attention has been given to Black girls’
development, vulnerabilities, and strengths in order to understand more fully the sources of
support and resilience that inform their lives (Evans & Winters, 2010; Ross Leadbeater & Way,
2000, 2007). I am looking at girls’ development to understand more about their experience with
sustainability. Certainly, resilience and support figure prominently in notions of sustainability.
Resilience has been defined as the constitutive creation of a new normal following and in
anticipation of disruptions in life (Buzzanell, 2010, 2018a, 2019). In this way of explication,
resilience is enacted discursively and materially as a tensional adaptive-transformative process in
multilayered ways with attention to agency and power (Buzzanell, 2018b; Buzzanell & Houston,
2018).
Black Feminist Thought (Hill Collins, 2000) also provides a critical interpretive lens for
examining unrecognized aspects of Black girls’ lives that support sustainability as told by the
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girls themselves in face-to-face communication, which is essential to capturing the rhythm and
verse of their words and informing the co-constitutive process of meaning-making. This process
also attends to the social, political, and discursive impacts of communication around
sustainability within mediated contexts. Bringing it all together, in what I am referring to as
Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/ethnography, makes it possible to highlight Black girls’
ways of articulating sustainability, but also incorporate the researcher’s reflections on
participation within Southern Black women’s culture. In this way I draw from and give voice to
the many d/Discourses and materialities involved in Black girls’ and my own sustainability
efforts--drawing from the past, for the present, and for the future (see dual-layered resilience,
Lucas & Buzzanell, 2012). Overall, the process is useful in interrogating contemporary notions
of what it means to live sustainably, providing hope and guidance for its future.

Summary and Preview of Chapters
The purpose of this study was to gain greater insight into Black girls’ attitudes toward the
environment and ways of articulating sustainable living. As previously noted, there is little
scholarship on their experiences with these matters. Reasons for this absence range from
assumptions that ecological appeals resonate primarily with affluent, mostly White, clientele
who have resources to purchase and time to use organic products (Huang 2009), to the mistaken
notion that Black girls would have little interest and/or voice in sustainability (Walker, 2002), to
empirical studies and interventions that have focused primarily on Black girls in terms of obesity
and physical activity (Boyington et al., 2008; Sherwood et al., 2012). Yet, in acknowledging the
traditions of Southern Black women, Black girls tend gardens, keep seeds now termed
“heirloom,” retain recipes and ways of cooking in their minds and hearts, they are carrying
forward traditions of sustainability, and even making-do, sometimes with less, because the
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agency and willingness to do so are significant aspects of heritage. Therefore, this dissertation is
intended to fill a gap in the research and understanding of how girls of color curate historicized
knowledge and enact sustainability in their everyday lived experience. As such, this project is
grounded in the epistemological and ontological traditions of social constructionism, critical
theory, and praxis (Craig, 1999).
To begin the summary and overview of chapters, I note that the current chapter, Chapter
1, the introduction, details the research topic. This chapter also discusses the significance of
studying the way Black girls articulate sustainable living and explains the possible implications
for recognized citizenship and participation within civil society for those who are understood as
contributors to sustainable living. In Chapter 2, the literature review and history situate the topic
of environmentalism generally and its more recent outgrowth in sustainable living. Chapter 2
provides background on Black girl’s lives and looks at the influence of Southern Black women’s
culture, community, and the homeplace. Further, this chapter draws on societal understandings of
environmental sustainability in relation to the world in which the study participants live. It
contains a brief history of Black grassroots organizing and resistance efforts that given rise to
contemporary sustainability as a concept and a way of life. This chapter concludes with a
summary and four research questions.
Chapter 3 discusses my methodological stance, provides information about the study
participants and data collection procedures. The umbrella method is crystallization in which I
utilize d/Discourse and Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/ethnography. D/discourses
enabled me to incorporate discussion of Discourses, or societal formations, including historical,
economic, gendered, classed, raced, and mediated understandings of Black girls’ lives with
sustainability. These are displayed through historical events, commercial advertising,
descriptions of scholarship, and other means. In this way, I both situate my study in
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contemporary understandings of sustainability and discourse but, also display how these
understandings are the basis on which talk-in-interaction, interview excerpts, and everyday
visualizations and mediated texts make sense and reproduce as well as make change in
d/Discourses and materialities.
This chapter also explains the meaning and intent of a Culture-Centered Black Feminist
Auto/ethnography, an intersectional approach I have designed that can be useful in developing
insights that are historically situated, aid in formulating practice, legitimizing participation, and
creating a space of fundamental value for the voice of the Black girl in the age of sustainability.
The chapter ends with a reflexive discussion of my own related experience with sustainability as
a researcher alongside that of the participants, thoughts and observations stemming from my
insider/outsider status in relation to the study population, vulnerabilities and experiences.
Chapter 4: Results, includes participant projects and the girls themselves as
materializations and embodiments of sustainability. My observations and participant responses
are analyzed, followed by a summary of findings in the form of themes and interconnections.
Drawing from Black Feminist Thought and Culture-Centered Approaches, findings
suggest the youth under study have unique ways of enacting and articulating sustainability that
are steeped in historicized attitudes toward environmental activism and value orientations toward
nature, production, consumption, and futurity. These combined approaches reveal how culture,
structure, and agency are intertwined with Southern Black women’s culture. My own voice
contributes to these discussions as I apply my method of Culture-Centered Black Feminist
Auto/ethnography to portray myself as girl and woman in sustainability.
In the final chapter, Chapter 5: Discussion, I present the theoretical, methodological and
pragmatic contributions of my study. In presenting contributions, I weave in findings,
summarized as support for my assertions. I provide new insights in theory and praxis and
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conclude with a discussion of study limitations—theoretical then pragmatic—and implications
with an auto/ethnographic essay to provide closure. I maintain that community influence extends
into the broader global arena. The research outcomes contribute to the fields of communication,
environmental communication, and women and girlhood studies by opening up a space of
fundamental value for the unique voices, historicized attitudes and practical contributions of
Black girls to sustainable living.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

In this chapter, I intersperse autoethnographic stories to introduce and contextualize main
sections of the Literature Review. I highlight the organizational structure by separating parts
from each other. The stage is set with (Part I) “On the Topic of Mammy” to highlight
relationships and different ways of knowing and experiencing the world as a beginning to the
historical, theoretical, and metatheoretical bases for this study as well as exploration of related
micro-macro discourses (d/Discourses). The second main section (Part II) opens with
“Housewarming” and provides an overview of environmental stress and sustainability, moving
between expert views about sustainability’s framing and my own thoughts around these matters.
The third section (Part III) discusses Black Feminist Thought and Culture-Centered Approaches
to further layer the discursive-material and theoretical underpinning with an advocacy agenda on
behalf of Southern Black girls and women involved in sustainability. This chapter concludes
(Part IV) with a brief summary and statement of four research questions.

Part I On the Topic of Mammy
I don’t loathe the image of “Mammy.” Instead, I open my arms wide and embrace the woman
inside. I offer protection from the violent perversion of Black womanhood that the fictitious
caricature intended as a bludgeon to generations. Mammy is transformed, and she reveals her
truth to me, that she symbolizes the comfort and grace that her role in the extended Black family
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has provided across time. It was Mammy who met children and adults alike at back doors with
sustenance for their bodies, words of wisdom to guide their souls, and the touch of mothering
hands. Mammy was an alchemist, who reshaped the indignity of the back-door entry, into a
threshold of momentary warmth and refuge. Eyes alone can only reveal what is on the surface,
the contorted, oversized image of “Mammy,” “Big Mamma,” “Auntie” … so many names, in her
gingham headscarf and tie-back apron, cinched together with an exaggerated smile and an
overwhelming joy that defies understanding given her peculiar position. The heart doesn’t look,
it feels. In this way, I am equipped to recognize the Southern women behind the image, who
taught us the soul of sustaining. Women who balanced the burden of indoor crimes against them
with a certain obligation to those outside who needed them. I see the women who held the
emotional weight of our world upon their own person, so that we might live. I can only be
grateful.
To me, this work involving Black girls is one answer to the call for inclusion of the rural
Black woman’s perspective, to embrace Mammy, love the ugliness out of her exaggerated figure,
and let her speak. And while her perspective is being lived and told through generations of her
daughters, we are not speaking for her. Instead, we are speaking with her, which we understand
to be our responsibility.
Reflections like the one above help to contextualize the relevance of intergenerational
relationships, community, history, and sustainability. Palmer (2019) noted the importance of
recognizing that the means by which humans throughout history have met their basic needs and
continued to thrive is essential to understanding how they interact with their environments today.
Sustainability practices among African American girls today can be rooted in the historicized
production and consumption mores that are characteristic of Southern Black women’s culture,
where the art of sustaining has been core to everyday life over an embattled history (Hill Collins,
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2005; see also strength and resilience in Davis & Jones, 2021; Davis et al., 2021). For Black
American women and girls, the struggle for a dignified living has been marked by the atrocities
of chattel slavery, and since then, race- and gender-based biases, violence against them, and
systemic exclusion from full participation in American civil society (Collins, 2005). While these
realities hold a place of significance in the story of America, and to be sure, in the hearts and
minds of women and girls today, struggling through adversity is not the crux of reasoning for
Black girls’ understandings and ways of articulating sustainability. To suggest so would be a
denial of agency. On the contrary, their characteristic way of speaking to and about sustainability
is the result of an amalgamation of things: inter-generational teachings; adherence to customs
and conventions that reflect established beliefs, values, and attitudes; and matters of moral
significance among Southern Black women--all functioning as binding guides for socio-cultural
and environmental behavior. These mores are widely observed and function adjacent other
institutional guides and media-fueled social constructs.
Historically, principles such as responsible consumption, intentional preservation,
continuity, and futurity have been expressed in the form of a connection to land, and resilience
through faith, family, and dignified work. These arrangements are marked by nurturance and
caregiving. Mohai (1992) referred to the emergent attitude in girls as a ‘motherhood mentality,’
that includes family and community, but extends to nature and environment, and fosters concern
over a wide range of social issues including poverty, homelessness, the elderly, discrimination,
and sustainability. Health also is communicated and made sense of in the way that humans
interact with nature (Basu, 2019). Indeed, the very lives of Southern Black women, mothers, and
“other respected mothers” have served as familiar exemplars and mentors to girls (Ross
Leadbeater & Way, 1996). As such, they have been instrumental in teaching their daughters and
other girls the importance of having “concern for the collective—the community” (Anita Hill, in
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Collins, 2005, p. 68). The community is regarded as an interconnected space, the care and
keeping of which is a deeply moral matter with historicized cultural roots.
Care and concern for the collective was reflected in bell hooks’ (1982) account of a letter
written by a woman of color nurse to the Independent newspaper in January 1912. It read in part,
“In the distant future, it may be centuries and centuries hence, a monument of brass or stone will
be erected to the Old Black Mammies of the South” (hooks, 1981, p. 58). The Mammy image
was one in a series of myths and stereotypes that were used to characterize Black womanhood
and had its roots in negative anti-woman mythology (hooks, 1981, p. 86). Yet, the nurse’s letter
was an earnest call for protection of Black women of her time, women whose work provided
sustenance for so many. The scope of the nurse’s work which required the physical care of
others, was expanded to include emotional work9 and utilization of her voice in service to others,
by calling attention to their plight.
Certainly, Mammy is a troubling construct. It is understandable that people regard hers as
an image of oppression (hooks, 1982, pp. 84-85). The name and likeness have been evoked here
to offer a different telling of the Mammy narrative, one that affords a place of cultural value and
significance for the real Southern Black women behind the caricature, those who had some of
Mammy’s physical characteristics and many others who did not, but whose presence in any
form, assured many of the possibilities represented in the lives of girls today.
As noted in chapter 1, Goodall (2004) maintains that “what we inherit from our forebears
provides us with a framework for understanding our identity through theirs” (p. 497). Goodall’s
observation gives credence to the notion of a cultivated consciousness across generations. For
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As of today, there are 3,250,000 and 2,030,000 google scholar entries for emotion work and
emotional labor, respectively. In communication, the terms generally refer to the communicative
effort involved in, and management to, perform appropriate feeling displays in spatio-temporal,
cultural contexts and in recognition that appropriateness varies depending on the people involved
(P. M. Buzzanell, personal conversation, March 6, 2020).
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Black girls, possessing the agency and resilience to live by sustainability-focused principles and
to thrive even in adverse circumstances is likely the result of cultivated competence and
sensibility around everyday living (Addison et al., 2000; see also Davis et al., 2021; Durham et
al. 2020). Perceptible though the lofty senses, that competence is an amalgamation of
consciousness—presence, intuition, faith, values—and tradition passed through generations in a
way similar to genetic material from parent to child. Realizing greater gains in sustainability may
be dependent upon these and other characteristics including often-overlooked values such as
positivity in attitude toward being conscientious stewards of resources generally, but also
possessing a cultivated belief in the importance of exercising resource frugality more
specifically. The ethics of embracing these competencies necessitates passing them to subsequent
generations. These values should be nurtured, along with respect for all life and
acknowledgement of its interconnectedness; commitment to strong inter-dependent communities,
including making accommodation for people who are less fortunate; cultivation of futurity,
which is the greatest hope of sustainability; and citizenship which along with its rights and
responsibilities to self and the collective polis, encompasses all that sustainability can become,
but has yet to achieve.

Metatheoretical and Theoretical Bases
Craig (1999) saw communication as a theorized process that “produces and is
reproduced, and in that way constitutes social order” and reality (p. 128). In his discussion about
the traditions or metadiscourses of communication that serve as frames, problematics, and
assumptional bases around which communication theory organizes itself, there are two
sensibilities that come together for this dissertation: social constructionism and critical analysis.
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These two traditions or metadiscourses enable me to approach the study of Southern Black girls
and sustainability in different but complimentary ways.
Gergen (1999) outlines four tenets as the foundations of social constructionism. First,
language is used to understand multiple realities, and the self is not determined by what is “out
there” but by the construction of self in our world. Second, meanings are co-constructed, thus
arising from relationships. Realities, then, are situated or constructed through interaction and
language and are localized culturally and historically. Third, representations of realities shape the
future. Cultural formations are contested and naturalized until they become perceived as normal.
Fourth, understandings should be subjected to critical reflection. In this tenet comes the
recognition that language and reflection are value laden, a point that is refined and promoted
more fully in the critical communication tradition (Gergen, 1999).
Critical communication theory centers around power. Power can be understood as “the
production and reproduction of, resistance to, or transformation of relatively fixed (sedimented)
structures of communication and meaning that support the interests (symbolic, political, and
economic) of some organization members or groups over others” (Mumby, 2000, p. 587; Bakker
& Gill, 2019). Again, power is not something “out there” or external to the self but something
that is socially constructed as societal members vie for privilege, material opportunities, and
collective interests on personal (micro) through structural (macro) levels. Power and difference
become arranged to benefit certain parties in any given context with the ever-present possibilities
for resistance, or opposition to the dominant thoughts and ways of constructing and enacting our
worlds. Drawing particularly from Foucault’s theories, power is understood as “widely
dispersed, having multiple sites and modes of functioning” (Mumby, 2000, p. 606). In this way
critical communication theory opens up sites of resilience and sustainability where otherwise
they might be invisible.
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In integrating both traditions, my goals focus on understanding and critiquing how
Black girls constitute their realities in contexts of sustainability through everyday talk and
societal formations in d/Discourses (as well as though Culture-Centered Black Feminist
Auto/ethnography, to be discussed in Chapter 3). As noted in Chapter 1, there are many
interdisciplinary and intradisciplinary ways of examining discourses. Fairhurst and Putnam
(2014) define discourse studies as “a broad class of approaches that focuses on the constitutive
effects of language: processes of text production, distribution, and consumption; and reflexive,
interpretive analysis aimed at deciphering the role of discourse in a socially constructed reality”
(pp. 271-272). Because my dissertation looks at talk, interaction, historical and mediated texts,
and materialities of body, site, and objects, I draw from different theoretical approaches in
discourse studies to understand context but utilize d/Discourse and related analytic schemes
(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000) with its extension into materialities (Ashcraft et al., 2009) to
understand Black girls’ and my own realities and agencies regarding sustainability.
Macro Discourses and narrative types enable researchers to look at how participants
orient to aspects of communicative situations by addressing “context” (Van Dijk, 2008). Van
Dijk (2008) maintained the importance of identifying the ways in which macro contexts
influence the structures of text and talk (p. 23). The more specific challenge today is determining
how macro contexts are influential in the structures of talk within and around green discourse.
Macro-level narratives present in communications around green discourse, such as green product
advertising depicting fictional narratives that parallel personal experience. In their daily lives,
individuals practice personal narratives more than they do fictional narratives (McCabe et al.,
2008; Milligan, 2016). This work extends understandings of context beyond the explanatory
situation or environment in which events take place, to include “wholistic context” that considers
culturality and history as functions of broader social and political conditions. Looking at
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Discourse in this way can be instrumental in calling attention to the implications of participation
in sustainable living paradigms for recognized citizenship.
Examination of micro discourses in Black girls’ narratives center on the micro-level
green discourse around sustainable living that is found to be operational in their everyday lives,
across time and in particular spaces. This micro-discourse when “fixed” into texts for analytic
purposes (rather than viewing or participating in its constructions through interaction) can be
compared to contemporary, macro-level, green discursive imagery in some product advertising.
Recent studies with young adult populations suggest that macro and micro discourse samples can
be useful in demonstrating linguistic complexity of ideas (Milligan, 2016), which is important
for understanding the ways and means by which individuals come to green discourse generally,
and to talk about sustainability more specifically. As examples, the next passages address
particular green discourses, including: sustainability and green consumerism; media culture and
imagery; poverty; and politicization of participation within sustainable living paradigms. These
aspects of macro and micro discourse are set against a backdrop of my own personal narrative
journey and experience with sustainability. My experience is an additional layer to contextualize
my participants’ perspectives and to demonstrate why and how this dissertation project is so
important to me and to Southern Black girls and women.

d/Discourse and Green Consumerism
In America, consumers are continually presented with products that are suggestively
“green.” Package designs incorporate meaningful, highly emotive images from natural environs,
such as water, trees, land--that signal “natural,” “organic” and “clean.” The imagery and
language that appears in, on, and around the product and its packaging has a key function within
“green discourse” where language and symbols are mobilized (Mansvelt & Robbins, 2011).
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When individuals and groups use language and other symbols to influence public thinking and
behavior regarding environmental issues, they are producing “green discourse” (Plec, 2011).
Consumers are not powerless in that discourse. The fact that green packaging exists demonstrates
the power of consumer purchasing patterns to communicate a preference for products packaged
with the least amount of waste, made from recycled or recyclable materials and containing no
harmful substances” (Mulvaney & Robbins, 2011, p. 470). The effect of pricing on those
purchasing decisions is a demonstration of demand-side waste management. While these signals
are packed with information and instructions for consumers, what packaging does not reveal may
still be environmentally detrimental. For instance, “green” food may still be shipped long
distances, often internationally, over petroleum-dependent “food miles” having adverse impacts
on natural resources and rising temperatures caused by carbon emissions and atmospheric
conditions (Mansfield, 2011, p. 213). This means that products that appear green in readily
observable ways may be far less green beneath the surface and can contribute to global warming
in ways that are not readily observable by consumers. Indeed, food miles and seasonality are
contributors to global warming (Mansfield 2011) processes. Environmental changes such as
global warming are discussed in greater detail later in this chapter.
It is also important to note that green packaging may refer to the product inside the
package and not necessarily to the package itself, which despite the suggestion, may not easily
degrade or decompose, if at all. In a key example, “responsibly-sourced” spring water suggests
to the consumer that the bottling company only took the amount of water needed and/or that no
one was harmed in the process of collecting the water that sells in 16-ounce plastic bottles.
Landfills overflow with consumer discards as runoff spills into oceans and birds and other small
animals consume bottle caps and other small plastics mistaken for food morsels.
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This ecological degradation happens even as consumers assume responsibility for some
of their waste accumulation such as plastic packages, bottles, and containers, by painstakingly
washing, sorting, and placing collections of these non-biodegradable items curbside for pickup
and recycling. Meanwhile, the producers of plastics continually refabricate, reproduce, and represent to consumers more of the same fodder for consumption. It is clear that while recycling
those greened water bottles, as a single approach to living sustainably, can contribute to
managing an aspect of environmental degradation, it still ignores the ways in which
sustainability is also produced out of much more, including environmentally-focused values and
attitudes, global plant and animal biodiversity, and traditional knowledge (Shiva, 2015) of
nurturance and nature. These are discussed further in Chapter 4. For now, it is important to know
that the range of products and practices associated with green consumerism is as vast as it is
complex. The next section of this dissertation looks at how these complexities can result in an
ethical divide between the ideas suggested within advertising and green consumerism, and the
ecological outcomes this form of consumerism can actually produce.
Contemporary advertising links sustainability with green consumerism to form a
package, one that offers consumers the opportunity to purchase an ecologically advantageous,
aesthetically pleasing and personally rewarding consumer experience. Environmentally
concerned consumers purchase products in packages adorned with environmental imagery
experience personal gratification for making seemingly responsible purchases and even better if
something can be recycled. The motivations behind environmentally-focused or green product
purchases/green consumerism may start out as noble in that they reflect consumer intent to
contribute in some way to environmental preservation—that is, to act on sustainability.
Certainly, some purchases understood to be “green” are precisely as they claim: good for the
body and/or for some aspect of the surrounding natural world in that they cause little or no harm.
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However, this approach to sustainability counters notions of sustainable living that are inspired
by collectivism by promoting individualism instead, and does so at ecological cost to consumers
and to the environment:
The incursion of more and more commodities and the images surrounding them into the
spaces and practices of everyday life has encouraged consumerism … individual work
and private lives are intricately connected to the acquisition of commodities, and where
goals surrounding these become part of life course trajectories. (Mulvaney & Robbins,
2010, p. ix).
Cycles such as these contributed to individual Americans surpassing the 2014 average daily total
refuse of 4.45 pounds to reach 4.48 pounds per person in 2015 (U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency [EPA], 2017). At the close of the same year, American consumers had produced more
than 262.4 million tons of municipal waste material (U.S. EPA, 2017). Data point to the
unlikelihood that consumers could ever purchase the way to ecological sustainability, despite
seemingly good intent.
Green consumerism is often misleading in that it, “obscures the incongruities and
paradoxes of poverty and wealth, individualism and collectivity, race and imperialism that are
embedded in ideology” (Bell, 2011, p. 164). Soron (2010) suggests that complex socio-economic
arrangements, that structure advantages around race and class also have the effect of situating
green consumption as an identity project, even while “prevailing forms of identity consumption
run counter to the requirements of ecological living” (Soron, p. 173; see also Lasn & Laicas,
2000). Rushkoff (2011) and Wilk (2006) maintain that corporatism figures prominently in
constructing a narrow and confined image of what living sustainably can mean, who can
contribute to sustainability and the particular forms such contributions can assume. Commercial
advertising in particular is “centrally involved in the social construction of division between the
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individual and the collective, and works discursively in this area” (Bell, 2011, p. 165; Marshall,
1997, p. 25), bringing consumers ever-closer to corporations and distancing them from their
ecological foundations. A process of greenwashing binds emotionality, the idea of ecological
responsibility and modernity to items through branded packaging and advertising.
Again, these are identity-affirming purchases that do little to protect or preserve the
environment despite consumers’ desires or good intent. Often the actual environmental costs of
consumption, green purchasing included, are hidden from consumers (Soron, 2009; see also
Chiveralls & Crocker, 2018). The arrangement has the effect of removing environmentally
accountable beings from the paradigm of ecological preservation and reducing their (our)
responsibility to the moment of the purchase. Circumstances appear as expected when for
instance, the non-biodegradable plastic mountains are situated far off in distant oceans. Up close,
other forms of contributions to sustainable living are rendered unintelligible, with behaviors that
fall outside the commercial frame being regarded as merely reactionary or contextualized within
a lens of poverty rather than agency. In this way, the citizenry is deprived of diverse perspectives
that can be beneficial in informing the way sustainability is seen, articulated, enacted, and
realized globally.
The resulting environmental circumstances constitute a form of structural violence
(Farmer, 2008) against largely uninformed consumers. Individuals are coerced into an abusive
arrangement that functions with their consent, which is implicit in their participation. Inevitably,
consumers are both subject and object of a stealth abuse. Even as consumer purchases
masquerade as expressions of privilege, they are tending toward expressions of ever-increasing
subjectivity. The consumers’ opportunity to restrict consumption to modes that are healthy for
individuals as well as the environment is intercepted by the constructed reality that is signified in
a brand.
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In sum, the commodified image of sustainable living as presented in advertising and
branding efforts: (a) places a wedge between consumers and their earnest desires to do their part
to protect the environment, turning their participation into an identity project rather than an
environmental one; (b) fails to centralize African American girls or to position them in any
meaningful way within sustainability; and (c) centers sustainable living in neoliberal logics
through which a key segment of the our collective citizenry is relatively unseen, thus
constraining sustainability so that it remains narrowly-focused, driven by economics and
individualism. The next section looks at the ways in which such tensions within media and
environmental culture result in the unmet potential of ethical consumption.

Tensions in Media and Culture
Public investment in sustainability is a source of tension in discussions around climate
change and environmental protection (Koppenjan, 2015). Most immediately, investment in
sustainability is a personal issue, but one that rises to the level of community and nation, to
become a matter of shared global ecological outcomes (Luber & Prudent, 2009). At home in
America, and despite the far-reaching significance of environmental behaviors combined, Black
girls as environmental actors, are seldom if ever asked about their experience with sustainability.
The result is a marked dearth of documented experiential information arising from this source.
That is not to say that Black girls are not generating sustainability theory. Rather, it recognizes
that their words and ways of participating in sustainability are largely unattended to, both in
academe where they are environmentally understudied, and within the visual culture of
sustainability-focused advertising where they rarely have been centered.
The Unilever® company is one important contemporary example. As a well-known
arbiter of sustainable living, the company provides products that help people around the world
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live their lives in ways that contribute to environmental wellbeing, and that resonates as a noble
cause. The advertising around the company’s global products and services provides fodder for
thought about the way consumers typically come to view and contribute to sustainability efforts,
and rightfully so considering that sustainability, or some nod to environmentalism, is key to that
advertising. However, in such mediated communication, two matters of concern arise: first, the
manner of representing inclusion; and second, the manner in which consumer participation
within sustainability paradigms is attended to and commodified.
Giardina (2007) referred to mainstream strategy for addressing inclusion as “stylish
hybridity [or] … performative representation of hyphenated persons and cultural
(mis)translations occupying leading spaces in mainstream media” (p. 29). Across advertising
generally, the viewing public may be presented with subtle changes in phenotypical markers,
such as hair texture from curly to straight, or subtly sun-tanned cheeks as a form of
representative of race or ethnicity. In this way, advertising cultivates an impression or idea of
inclusion. The same approach to strategic cognition around environmental matters can be seen in
green advertising, which generally incorporates aspects of sustainable living. The advertising can
appear inclusive, which is to say that it reflects an attempt to symbolically represent all people.
However, functioning at its core is an intrinsic ambiguity that simultaneously allows for multiple
interpretations of this form of representative. The image is at once inclusive and exclusionary, in
that it is characterized by subtle distinctions that have blurring effects, which afford the imagined
interpretation of who is and is not present. This approach to inclusion of sorts is not problematic
purely for the way it portrays difference, but for the effects of the way it portrays difference.
Such interpretations can be oppressive in their exclusions.
While the subjects pictured are situated as and presumed to represent average consumers,
the centralized voice and image of the Black girl is missing from commercial advertising where
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sustainability is the core idea/appeal to the viewing public. Hence, her standpoint on this
important matter is also missing. The resulting construct of sustainable living suggests a world in
which Black girls are non-participants in these matters. Even if the function of “stylish
hybridity” is to express inclusivity and anti-racist ideals, the choice of imagery has social and
political consequences that point back to who is left out of that imagery.
Further, looking at anti-racist aesthetics in terms of its exclusions, Tate (2007) maintained
that the impacts of including mixed-race beauty within the natural side of the natural/unnatural
binary, made “Black” an “undecidable” by widening the boundaries of what Black can be and
how that category can be read through mediated experiences (p. 300). Theorists have noted that
Black girls’ psyches and bodies are already subjugated in media (Evans et al., 2010, p. 24) with
alternative approaches to blackness contributing to particular forms of marginalization. Giardina
referred to Stuart Hall (2000) for an explanation of this oppressive dynamic:
Depoliticization of the transgressive potentiality of the message (of inclusion) leaves us
(only) with a commercialized multicultural vision that ‘assumes that if the diversity of
individuals from different communities is recognized in the marketplace, then the
problems of cultural differences will be (dis)solved through private consumption, without
any need for a redistribution of power and resources. (Hall, 2000, p. 210; in Giardina,
2007, p. 30).
Ultimately, failing to assure adequate representation resonates as a compromise to the social and
political value of one’s presence and contribution to sustainable living. The solution amounts to a
compromise that reifies an existing problem, as viewers interpret what they see in the way of
their individual socialization and experience with the construct of race.
Media frames offer insight into how “issues are presented and discussed” (ConnollyAhern & Broadway, 2008, p. 366; see also Smith & Bortree, 2012). Findings suggest that
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advertisers have particular communicative power behind their texts, “to make salient and to
promote particular interpretations of matters” (Smith & Bortree, 2012, p. 523). These matters
include sustainable living, citizenship, and potential solutions to Earth’s crisis of ecological
wellbeing, or for that matter, whether or not an environmental crisis even exists. Indeed, “the
way an issue is framed in media texts not only influences perception and legitimates particular
discourses over others, it also informs us about how to adopt behavior that can address the issue”
(Smith & Bortree, 2012, p. 523; see also Jiwani, 2009).
In a prime example, tap water usage versus bottled water consumption reflects a contest
of authority and a breakdown of public trust in governance and in favor of corporate interests,
and all of it in a context of heightened anxiety around the environment, risk, and health (Wilk,
2009). As a result, Wilk maintains that sound cultural logic is giving way to destructive
consumer behavior. With safe drinking water readily accessible in much of the United States,10
bottled water sales are poised to surpass its competitors to become the second most popular
commercially available beverage, and it is largely due to the way clean water is framed (Wilk,
2009). The notion of clean and affordable domestic water as a public service has given way to a
renegotiated arrangement in which public water sources are re-constructed to appear at best
uncertain, and at worst, altogether unsafe. Recent clean water crises in parts of Michigan and
New Jersey (Mathews, 2014; Sharma & Bansal, 2013; Seyfang, 2005) have served to further
promote fears that influence consumer purchasing trends. Some of us can remember the canned
goods, electrical tape, and home generators consumers bought in the wake of the September 11,

10

Political-economic decisions in Flint, MI (Dorsey, 1999; Jackson & Marks, 1999), and other
areas of the United States call into question where and for whom safe drinking water is readily
accessible. A documented history of unequal distribution of toxic waste disposal sites which are
overwhelmingly situated in communities of color (Commission for Racial Justice, 1987) make
race, and land and waterway toxicity also matters of concern as environmentally conscious
citizens look to determine how they can impact their combined political and ecological futures
(Mathews, 2014; Mohai, 2002; Seyfang, 2005; Sharma & Bansal, 2013).
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2001 tragedy. Today’s consumers, being convinced of their need-want for safe drinking water,
have turned to private industry as the new arbiter of public health and safety when it comes to
water. The absurdity of this alignment however, is that consumers engage not only at cost to
others, but potentially themselves. Today’s bottled water consumers may well be tomorrow’s
individuals who cannot afford water as prices soar with increasing demand on dwindling potable
water resources (Wilk, 2009). Media function as power structures that exert influence over
important matters, including understandings of healthy alternatives or even what constitutes
sustainability. Further, media also constrain our understandings of how, and indeed by whom,
sustainability is enacted.
While “contemporary media studies (have) tackle(d) problems concerning …
representation from a political perspective” (Jiwani, 2009, p. 735), matters of representation and
the lack thereof continue to be instrumental in limiting exposure of subjugated and alternative
discourses. Therefore, this work is necessarily concerned with the ways that such problems and
omissions are defined, how causes are diagnosed, and how people arrive at judgments about who
should act, and how they should act/participate/respond (Entman, 1993; Goffman, 1981; Smith
& Bortree, 2004, 2007, 2012; Trumbo, 1996). In this way we can begin to open up a space of
value within sustainability for inclusion of the Black girls’ standpoint, that is not necessarily tied
to commercial interests.
Media alone are neither the sole matter of concern nor are media the single answer(s) to
every problem of (mis)representation, including the way sustainable living is represented. Some
theorists have pointed to the significance of effective communication in codifying inclusivity in
relation to environmentalism and sustainable living. Cox (2013) maintained the impossibility of
separating knowledge of environmental issues from the way we communicate about
environmental issues. Contrariwise, the environment people experience is largely a product of
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how they talk about the world (Berstein & Isaac, 2018; Cantrell & Ovarec, 1996; Cox, 2013,
Gergen, 1999). Reality both reflects and is reflected in social d/Discourse, the way people
communicate with one another about the environment powerfully affecting how we perceive of
it, ourselves, and our relationship to the natural world (Cox, 2013, p. 2).
Therefore, a key assumption informs this work: from images of the planet to information
received--from internet, cinema, television, social media, and newspapers, to radio, advertising,
and each other--collectively exert powerful influences over (and is influenced by) the way
individuals acting as consumers perceive the planet, its resources, biodiversity, and the human
role in conservation and preservation efforts.

d/Discourses, Black Girls’ Lives and Sustainability
Despite their overlapping influence, media culture and academe are distinct areas of
concern that wield unique and considerable forms of power to impact Black girls’ lives in
specific ways, including the manner in which others are prepared to honor their humanity by
listening, recognizing their engagement with sustainability, and acknowledging their
participation within sustainability paradigms as contributing to global outcomes. However, the
lack of information about Black girls’ attitudes toward sustainability has provided de facto cause
and justification for an aging, fixed, and oversimplified stereotype of indifference toward the
environment. Without proper contextualizing tools to recognize and reveal the ecological value
and meaning in their words and practices, the marginalizing Discourse of poverty and
indifference subsumes Black girls’ voices. That Discourse is informed in a number of ways. This
project looks at two. First, the Discourse of poverty is fueled by the materialities of
contemporary life that are constructed within commercialized approaches to sustainability
(Soron, 2010). Second, it also reflects empirically unvalidated deficit thinking around Black
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girls’ lives, that encompasses a cadre of deficiency theories around their growth and
development. Combined, these result in uninformed representations of Black girlhood where
they exist at all, in relation to sustainable living or environmental concern.
Deficit model thinking oversimplifies complex matters. It does so by obscuring deeply
embedded cultural influences, lacking historic contextualization, and failing to account for
extended networks of support that are characteristic of Black girl growth and maturation (Ross
Leadbetter & Way, 2007). In this way, deficit thinking also informs/functions within identity
politics, to inhibit one’s ability to recognize and learn from Black girls’ behaviors and attitudes
toward sustainability by rendering them unintelligible: “There is a need for … analysis … that
gives attention to the power of structural forces in society and their influence on the lives of
Black adolescents without under valuing (their) … sagacity” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 12).
Remediation attempts have been unsuccessful in large part because they have failed to
allow girls to speak for themselves: “Although the girl child has been at the center of national,
governmental and donor policies on education and other issues ... she herself tends to be a silent
figure” (Helgren & Vasconocellos, 2010, p. 21). Girls often have been photographed for the
cover of attractive donor publications, been the subject of meetings and conferences and written
about in numerous reports and policy briefs. While strategies have been implemented to protect
her from abuse, early marriage and genital mutilation, for instance, the girl child is regarded as
voiceless (Brown, 2009; Helgren & Vasconocellos, 2010): “She is seen as a passive object,
suffering a series of interlocking oppressions and discriminations…” (Brown, 2009, p. 21). Any
continual focus on Black girls as disadvantaged and reactionary rather than as producers and
consumers of sustainable living culture, “fails to make explicit the motivations and supports that
help girls become not only successful … adults but also full participating citizens” (Leadbeater
& Way, 2007, p. 2). This dissertation maintains that deficit-thinking around Black girlhood is
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also a critical misstep on the path to sustainability because it forecloses on the opportunity to
learn from their unique ways of articulating sustainability, advancing narratives of cultural
inheritance, resilience and agency (Evan et al., 2010). Indeed, there are many approaches to
sustainability that bear evaluation and consideration.
Yet, at the start of this dissertation project, a database search for “Black girls” and
“sustainable living” combined revealed only inferential data and no specific research in this
regard. Further, while numerous studies have addressed environmentalism generally (Mohai,
2008; Parker & McDonough, 1999; Taylor, 2002), questions persist regarding the environmental
attitudes and practices of African Americans and other people of color (Parker & McDonough,
1999), with women and girls being particularly understudied.
It is important to note that a limited number of studies conducted that have examined race
and environment have challenged the notion that African Americans generally are less concerned
with the environment than other groups. Parker and McDonough (1999) sought to determine
preference for and frequency of participation in environmental behaviors among diverse groups
of Americans. Their findings suggest that both Blacks and Whites show concern for the
environment with both groups reporting participation in environmental paradigms “occasionally”
to “frequently.” Whereas these past studies were not focused on youth particularly, it can be
inferred that children can acquire or adopt the beliefs, value-orientations, and attitudes of their
close adult family members.
In summary, Discourses of poverty, deficit and indifference form the bases on which the
everyday talk (discourses) and materialities of contemporary life are constructed within
commercialized approaches to sustainability (Soron, 2010). Whether factual or fictional,
naturalized (mis)representations have racialized premises and propositions inscribed in them as
unquestioned assumptions (Hall, 1990; see also Jiwani, 2009). They have the effect of (a)
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shielding Black girls’ participation within sustainability paradigms from view and (b) depriving
others of exemplars from which they might learn and live. A more nuanced and wholistic model
of sustainable consumption could consider the sociology of human exchange--how people live
together, how they communicate and relate to one another, and the impacts of their influence
upon one another and over time.
Addressing an incomplete model necessarily begins with seeking relevant inputs. Indeed,
temporal relationships to home, history, family, and community, but also political, economic,
cultural and environmental conditions, all inform our way of theorizing our world, namely, our
relationship to and ways of being in the world. These intersections in Black girls’ lives, which
often are not regarded for intellectual critique, can embody new ways of relating to and
rethinking constructs of Black girlhood (Brown, 2009, p. 54). To understand their role as
political actors within sustainability paradigms, it is necessary to learn something of their
experience through maturation as persons of color, within American society, and amidst their
struggles for recognition.
Black girls have been wrongfully instructed that their voices are unimportant. Taught to
be unseen and unheard, their silence may be self-imposed or sanctioned. Silent girls have
a lot to say; without … good relationships, and patience, their voices remain a backdrop
to conversations about them. Not to be confused with personality characteristics like
shyness or apathy, silent Black girls may be willfully lost in … power struggles that
position them as mute. (Brown, 2013, pp. 184-217)
Seldom have Black girls been asked to articulate their standpoint on their own, everyday
lives, and certainly far fewer inquiries, if any, have looked at how they live sustainably. In order
to gain greater understanding about Black girls’ lives, without pathologizing their behaviors or
attributing them to poverty, the research of Leadbeater and Way (1996, 2007) brought together
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essays that explored the ways in which city girls from various ethnic backgrounds created and
sustained positive changes in their developing lives. Their first effort produced Urban Girls:
Resisting Stereotypes, Creating Identities (1996) then its follow-up Urban Girls Revisited:
Building Strengths (2007). In the decade between publications, language and usage with regard
to Blackness and urbanized lifestyles changed in important ways while sustainability gained
prominence. The implied definition of “urban” evolved to include girls of different communities
within urban contexts, while the language of strength and resistance also changed to emphasize
development and relationships rather than explicit individuality (Leadbeater & Way, 2007). The
evolution in language, context, and discussion around girls “opened up new venues for research
… capable of stretching our understandings beyond deficit-model thinking to include greater
focus on the implications for practice and policy” (p. xv). It is important to note, Urban Girls
Revisited (2007) included research that focused on strengths in balance with vulnerabilities
among girls in urban settings, (Leadbeater & Way (2007). That work encouraged a deeper, more
substantive look at Black girls today, many of whom happen to live urban lives, but may also
have cherished country roots, and many of them Southern. In my work, these unifying aspects of
Black girls’ lives are examined to impart an understanding of their attitudes and experiences with
sustainability. Broadening the scope of understanding around sustainable living remains subject
to changes in the way citizens are equipped to recognize, represent and talk about their everyday
experiences in and with our ecological world.

Recollecting
I recall the pushback over former First Lady Michelle Obama’s garden effort. The White
House garden was core to a larger childhood obesity prevention initiative that included a
nutritional overhaul of school lunch programs and a traveling pop-up dance party, “Let’s Move!
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(Obama, 2010).” While the campaign’s aim to reduce childhood obesity to 5 percent by 2030
received a swell of support, it faced significant challenges, too.
Some compared the undertaking by then First Lady Michelle Obama, to that of former
first ladies whose efforts were seen as service that mattered because they made a difference in
American culture. Despite the intense debate over global warming that had dominated
discussion in the public sphere since former Vice President Al Gore’s campaign to educate
people about global warming (Gore et al., 2006), and despite the ensuing commercial bend
toward product greening that reflected burgeoning (and commodifiable) public concern for the
environment, the relevance of the health-focused initiative was questioned. From my perspective,
it appeared the naysayers were either under-educated about how matters of health, organic
gardening, and cooperative work might connect to ecological wellbeing or they were simply
unprepared, perhaps unwilling, to assign such health, and ultimately environmental matters, a
place of importance in their daily lives. Change can be complicated.
At the root of the matter, was a burgeoning trend in Black women reasserting their
relationship to Earth and they were bringing their daughters along, too. I found myself swept up
and cradled into a phenomenon that shined light on gardening as an endeared aspect of
traditional Americana that has long been celebrated in Black life, art and literature, including
within an extensive history of Black women’s nature poetry.
One unique anthology offers an assemblage of centuries of Black-authored nature poetry.
Black Nature: Four centuries of African American Nature Poetry (Dungy, 2009) places works by
18th century poets such as Phyllis Wheatley, in conversation with contemporaries such as Nicki
Finney. Among the reader’s most celebrated entrants are special works by poet, activist,
educator, and avid gardener, Anne Spencer. Below is Spencer’s poem of gratitude to mother
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Earth, one of the countless nature-themed poems penned in her lifetime. It is simply entitled,
Earth, I Thank You (Spencer, 1920).

Earth, I thank you
For the pleasure of your language
You’ve had a hard time
Bringing it to me
From the ground
To grunt thru the noon
To all the way
Feeling seeing smelling touching
-- awareness
I am here!

Part II Housewarming
I have a predilection for textures. More than the mere look and feel of things, texture for
me is even found in sound. Percussion beneath strings, wind pushing through rustling leaves,
the quiet interior of home with traffic in the distance. There is texture in the beat of life. So
when my grandma hung large velvety drapes across the doorway between the living room
and the main hallway, I knew by the sound of the fabric cascading along the floor, that they
were thick and heavy.
“Heavy drapes help keep the hawk outside where it belongs,” she would say.
For those unfamiliar with “the hawk,” let me tell you a secret. “The hawk” is a
colloquialism for the sharp talons of winter cold. During the winter season,
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when gusts of frigid air beat against the outside of the house, inside, all anyone wanted was
more heat, but the notion of “running up the electric bill” to have that extra heat was harshly
frowned upon. Once grandpa set the thermostat at 68 degrees, its dial was not to be touched
by another soul in the house. To compensate by a few degrees, grandma had the children
wear a thin, extra layer of clothing--a sweater or sweat shirt was sufficient, too--and we
seldom moved around the house during winter without socks covering our “tootsies.” Those
“tootsies” were our toes, of course.
Favored parts of the house were kept warm and toasty by closing the air vents in the
underutilized rooms and blocking them off, ceiling to floor, with heavy velvety drapes.
Closing the vents in the underutilized spaces forced heat into areas of the house that were
frequented most and with the drapes up, it stayed there.
As I write, my hands recall the thickness of the fabric. Its brushed texture blushed golden
to brass and back again when my hands slid noisily along the waves that shielded the
doorways. I was about eleven then, and as most eleven-year-olds do, I touched everything.
Touching the cozy fabric made me feel warm. To me, the drapes hung ceiling to floor looked
high and elegant, though elegance was no matter. They provided a simple, yet effective
every(winter)day solution to a common problem: how to limit consumption and stay warm,
too. That lesson was important, but the fact that I only ever sensed normalcy in the process,
and never “lack” or “inferiority,” is the takeaway that makes emulating those actions
possible even in a wealth-conscious world.
Now the same predilection for texture that long ago drew my fingers to the drapes, today
drives my academic self to consider the look and feel of other things, like the texture of
human experience. The how’s and why’s of things proffer a trove of ideas and alternate
rationales around sustainability. In fact, the things we think we know, we come to know more
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intimately when we look with wide-open eyes and listen with expectant ears. On the matter of
sustainable living, to whom are we listening? What examples do we see? How are some
exemplars visible while others are not? How do we understand sustainability?

The passage above introduces readers to the types and textures of experience with sustainable
living that contribute to understandings of our world as an intimately connected ecological
system. In our everyday lives, we scholars, consumers, advocates, everyday people going about
our ordinary lives, make decisions about the pursuit, development and use of natural resources.
In the opening recollections, heating during cold winter months is woven into the fabric of
seasonal change, softness, and home. Care for others as well as the self, along with avoidance of
being a burden to others or upon the environment are shown as integral to the ethics of
sustainable living and the many ways in which one might contribute to living ecologically sound
lives.
Just as the Prologue for this project illustrated the formulation of understandings around
expectations and responsibility, “Housewarming” illustrates a lifestyle of saving, modesty in
consumption of the resources utilized to heat, and wisdom in wearing a simple, reusable,
additional layer of clothing for added warmth. These are not illustrations of poverty or lack, but
of care, restraint, and wisdom. These passages are presented to initiate conversation about the
myriad of ways in which Black girls have come to identify with the notion of sustainability, by
highlighting its enactment in everyday, largely quotidian settings and circumstances, across time.

Conceptualizing and Framing Sustainability
Despite seemingly good intentions, conceptualizations and operationalizations of
sustainability are fraught with problems (O’Grady, 2003, p. 2) and different framings. Some
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scholars in environmental communication have identified possible root causes which suggest that
we, as scholars and citizens, hardly understand sustainability at all. To be clear, most understand
what it means “to sustain.” Certainly, sustainability denotes the capability to maintain (Basu,
2019, p. 934). This definition is generally accepted and applied to those things that are
recognized as having value, and as such, prefer to have around—wealth, health and family, of
any composition, are useful examples.
Going further, the term includes the complex interrelationship between human activities, the
global depletion of natural resources, and the idea that there is an urgent need to manage
nature/the environment (Basu, p. 934). The problems with understanding sustainability exceed
mere nomenclature, to include definition, recognition, and consequently, its broader, wholistic
application. The definition of sustainability has seen many iterations and interpretations, but
remains largely undefined with regard to wholesomeness, historicity, and collectivism.
For this project, sustainable living culture is seen as encompassing ways of living in harmony
with the natural environment along with the beliefs, values, attitudes, and historicized practices
and perspectives, that are instrumental in protecting and preserving Earth’s ecological systems
and environmental resources. Visualizing sustainability in this way provides an opportunity to
think about the focus and intent of these efforts as well as the potential outcomes and impacts
within sustainable living culture. In large part, this project stems from the notion that lack of a
wholesome definition for sustainable living--that is, one that recognizes that organic connections
among ecological systems mean that small actions locally can and do have global impacts--has
the effect of limiting ways in which sustainable living can be recognized and enacted. In
response to that dynamic, this definition is drawn from a number of assumptions and theories
about human motivations, needs, and perspectives.
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Some theorists point to the missing human behavioral aspect of sustainability’s current
definitions as a problem that challenges the ways it can be recognized. Ecologists Ludwig et al.
(1993) maintain that any natural systems under study for sustainability management purposes
ought to include human motivations and responses (p. 548; see also O’Grady, 2003, p. 2) as
integral to that study/investigation. “Systems” can be understood structurally as processes or
behaviorally as modes of production and consumption/use of natural resources, and
“motivations” as the rationale for both. A systems view of sustainability makes sense for its role
in shaping and being shaped by cultural formations, Discourses, and societal and theoretical
understandings of sustainability. We can think of these matters in terms of a key theory in human
developmental psychology that has become a Discourse for understanding and rationalizing
human behaviors: Maslow’s (1943, 1954) theory of human motivation that categorized human
needs, with physiological needs as foundational, then moving upwards to safety, love and
belonging, esteem, and finally self-actualization as a function of spiritual or transcendental needs
(Jackson & Marks 1999). Just as Maslow’s theory can be utilized to frame sustainability in terms
of human needs, motivations, and values, so have others developed frames to situate
sustainability within other concerns in today’s world.
As mentioned previously in Chapter 1, Fraser (2009) was concerned with frames and
later, in 2010, with the injustice of misframing. To reiterate, frames allow individuals to make
choices about their own participation in sustainability paradigms, by suggesting appropriate
behaviors and responses (Goffman, 1981). For Fraser (2009), the proper frame for sustainability
would combine its key aspects, which she understood to be economic redistribution, cultural
recognition, and political representation. Already Fraser’s emphasis on political representation is
looking at sustainability in conjunction with an important aspect of citizenship and with
intelligible participation within sustainability as having implications for the representation due
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citizens. The ideas proposed by Fraser – cultural, political and economic – embrace a theory of
action that also expands the range of possibility for behaviors and responses that can inform
sustainability.
Nearly a decade later, Jerneck (2018) expanded Fraser’s theories to advance a global
justice model for sustainability, one that would combine the policies Fraser saw as essential with
sustainability science and feminist literature, which is critical in a more wholistic formulation.
For Jerneck, the notion of sustainability historically has lacked wholesomeness and form. To
build complexity and depth into a largely empty definition, Jerneck expanded prior approaches to
offer a rationale for gender sensitive research within sustainability. “Gender regimes …
determine how resources are accessed, distributed and consumed, how labor is coded, recoded
and divided into both productive and reproductive tasks and how social practices and
responsibilities are discursively defined and fulfilled” (p. 2). In Jerneck’s view, gender permeates
every aspect of sustainability. She reasoned that the many linkages between agriculture, food,
and health along with gender rights issues would have to be addressed, especially from feminist
perspectives. Certainly, by applying Black Feminist Thought as a lens for this exploration of
sustainable living, this project is taking a step toward embracing the more wholistic definition of
sustainability that Jerneck saw as necessary. The next section, entitled Enriching Sustainability
and Its Definition, combines the systems of ideas advanced by the previous theorists, including
Jerneck, Fraser, Dorsey and others, with the theoretical approach to defining sustainability
suggested by O’Grady (2003).

Enriching Sustainability and Its Definitions
Returning to the discussion around the definition of sustainability, O’Grady (2003)
maintained that while there have been many iterations of the scientific definition of
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sustainability, most are plagued by vague, confusing language. O’Grady observed that science
tended to circumvent the notion that a particular ethos might inform the way sustainable living is
understood (p. 4). As a result, accepted notions of what constitutes sustainability lack
wholesomeness and form, and more importantly, the heart and soul to address its moral
implications. I understood O’Grady to say that (a) there are value-laden aspects of sustainability
and (b) current discussion around sustainability fails to attend to the particular ethos that would
help to frame its more wholesome definition and enactment. Concurrently, I am suggesting that
because attempts to define sustainability have been largely inadequate, that is, vague and
confusing, they have simultaneously failed to equip citizens to recognize sustainable living
motivations and behaviors that are effective and relevant, even if not the most obvious, and even
if mediated representations fail to include such exemplars. I draw from my autoethnographic
passages to bring together my personal involvement, theoretical positions, and concrete details in
my arguments.
The conversation evolved in 2015, when ecologists Lee et al. posited that affecting longheld beliefs and behaviors around sustainability would require more than disseminating
information to consumers through popular means, but also that communities engaged in
sustainable consumption must be supported through legislation and business initiatives. Our
understanding of sustainability was becoming something more robust, and it would be backed by
policy. Even as attempts were being made to solidify the definition, recognition, and enactment
of sustainability, gendered participation, and information dissemination around women’s
relevance remained at issue, and as a result, stalled progress. Certainly, in the area of
sustainability there has been little if any focus on girls of color. The overlooked intersections
between race, gender, age, and sustainability have indirectly pointed to areas of possibility. By
2014, Lee et al. had already suggested that “confusion about possible relations between gender
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and sustainability … have delayed the integration of current standards of gender mainstreaming
in all fields of professional sustainability communications, from … social marketing to public
relations” (p. 1974), which are largely the means by which the public acquires its knowledge of
matters related to sustainability. Seeking clarity as to what a more concise approach to
sustainability might look like where it could exist at all, O’Grady (2003) asked “How
Sustainable is the Idea of Sustainability?” The proposed answer was “not very” -- not without
significant changes in the way communities define, recognize and engage with sustainability.
As my grandmother would say, “… from rooter to tooter,” which meant completion. She
was definitely onto something that applies to sustainability. The idea as currently
understood, is in need of an overhaul.
O’Grady (2003) pointed out the value in his peers’ assessments, particularly their
instrumentality in illuminating the need to refine the way sustainability is defined and
accordingly, the way it is recognized in different situations and settings. With greater
illumination as a guiding principle, O’Grady offered practical theoretical guidance that would
allow for serious consideration and eventual inclusion of sustainability’s historically overlooked
characteristics and modes of implementation: “Any viable definition of sustainability must also
attend to the social, cultural, political and economic dimensions of belonging in an everchanging world” (p. 3, emphasis in original). If I had to make an educated guess about his intent
in advancing this recommendation, I would base that guess on the intellectual lucidity and
passionate sensitivity that flowers in O’Grady’s writing, which is a sharp departure from the
vague and emotionally uninvolved language around sustainability thus far—language that
appears to have been instrumental in inflating its problems, heightening confusion over its
application, and fostering ambiguity around its definition. As I understand it, the matter of
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“belonging” in O’Grady’s (2003) recommendation speaks to the value of participation in civil
society and its influence in framing sustainability.
In an ever-changing world, national belonging is expressed as precursory to global
belonging or global citizenship. Certainly, in matters of citizenship and debate around
sustainability, norms of civility express the importance of dialogue. Dialogue is robust, inclusive
conversation, “even though some critics might view such an apparently simple idea as naïve or
faintly utopian” (Harris-Perry, 2003, p. 87). Harris-Perry continues: “Monologic ideals seriously
underestimate the place of the dialogical in human life” (p. 87; see also Taylor, 1989, p. 33). The
dialogic citizen inhabits a world where people are interrelated and capable of communicating
with one another (Harris-Perry, 2003, p. 88) across differences. By opening up the conversation
to include others, that is, “broadening the range of significant others in our sphere of debate,” (p.
88) the seemingly voiceless are positioned to articulate culturally relevant ideals from a place of
recognized prominence within societal affairs, in this case sustainability. This sharing of “basic
commitments and beliefs that provide a source of identity, purpose and togetherness for those
who live by them … are precisely the reason why political action rooted in these principles and
ideal tends to be so passionate” (Harris-Perry, 2003, p. 88; see also Hunter, 1991). Passion is a
powerful emotion that stands to benefit the quest for sustainability, but the charge is to include
more voices, and ultimately, to make greater sense of it all.
It is sufficient to say, however, that the way forward for sustainability as a function of
citizenship has been impeded by matters of humanness generally but also identity, solidarity,
media, policy and terminology. I resolve that O’Grady did not consider the recommendation to
humanize the definition of sustainability as the sole solution to the trouble with sustainability,
but rather as the suggestion that would allow citizens to eventually recognize and embrace
sustainability’s more wholesome character. Inevitably, it was O’Grady’s recommendation/call
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for a more human-conscious definition of sustainability that prepared the foundation for
analyzing communication around sustainability at the intersections of historicized Southern
Black women’s culture, contemporary girlhood, and citizenship. Therefore, this project
maintains that defining sustainability broadly and wholesomely, creates expanded opportunities
for its practical application. Further, with attention to the heart and soul of sustainability, the
scope of expectation around participation and local and global citizenship can be framed in a
way that accounts for the citizen’s role in protecting the environment.

Why Sustainability Research Today Needs to Center Black Girls
The next pages provide an overview of additional academic literature around Black girls’
lives, examines the source of “crisis language” often used to describe their lives, and looks at
literature that has issued the call for expanded research. This section fosters deeper
understanding of the rationale for this work by contextualizing the history and particularities of
Black girls’ environmental experiences.
Nearly a decade before the call to examine the ecological value of girls’ lived experiences
with the environment, Mazzarella and Pecora (2007) maintained that placing girls at center of
research would be a justified response to the proliferation of scholarly articles produced in the
1990s that provided fodder for a media-generated language of crisis and victimization around
minoritized female youth, constructing them flatly, as intrinsically troubled, and giving little
attention to wholesome aspects of their lives. Adding to that claim, I have found that what
Mazzarella and Pecora (2007) defined as a “language of crisis” has metamorphosed into a far
more consuming construct of inherent cultural poverty, which I see as encompassing language,
identity, and heritage/history. The tendency to speak of Black girls’ lives in an all-consuming
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language of poverty results in shrouding the realities of their lived experiences and contributions
to sustainable living from view and, rendering their words and actions unintelligible.
While some studies have had significant implications for the way that sustainability is
marketed and politicized, they have lacked in-depth analysis of the ways in which age, race,
gender, economic, and political realities have given rise to unique environmental responses over
time. This study represents an attempt to fill the present void in environmental knowledge,
language and sustainable living literature by calling attention to the words and experiences of
Black girls, acknowledging the influences in their lives, and placing these in historical context.
The results can offer a deeper understanding of how the everyday language of sustainability, can
reveal values and attitudes toward the environment that exemplify a form of stewardship that
others can emulate. Further, this project proceeds from the notion that children are a uniting
factor across communities of interest. Theirs is an important position as this study intends to
provide a new angle of vision for the ways in which sustainable living practices can be enacted.
In addition to examining the relationship between Black girlhood and sustainable living
paradigms, this study contributes to everyday sustainability and environmental communication11
in three important ways:
•

Creates a foundation for intervention: This study is an intervention into the discussion
about sustainable living, which at present, does not account for the Black girl perspective.

11

Environmental communication is the application of communication approaches, principles and
strategies to environmental management and protection (Flor, 2004). The field looks at the way
that human beings, institutions, societies, and cultures craft, distribute, understand and utilize
messages about the environment and human interactions with the environment. Analyses include
a wide range of possible platforms for interaction from interpersonal to technological (Nisbet,
2009). The transdisciplinary nature of the field brings together interests in communication,
sociology, environmental studies and—because environmental issues are at once cultural,
political and economic—political ecology. Political ecology then, is the aspect of environmental
communication that deals with a host of bio-environmental topics including degradation,
conservation, marginalization, environmental conflict, socio-cultural tradition, identity and
technology (Robbins, 2012).
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At the intersections of girlhood, sustainable living, and citizenship, this study aims to
disrupt the commercially-driven image of sustainable living on the one hand, and the
discourse of poverty on the other, that together, have the effect of shrouding Black girls’
contributions to sustainable living from view.
•

Serves as a platform: This platform functions as a place from which the participants
voices can be heard, their practices can be seen, and their attitudes can be better
understood.

•

Posits new ways of thinking: This work provides strategies for teaching and new ways of
seeing sustainability, thereby building agility into ways of enacting sustainability by
encouraging its application to new situations and settings.

State of the Environment
Environmental degradation is a transnational issue, with concern for the health of the
planet existing among all nationalities, but particularly so among nations contending with postindustrial devastation (Dunlap, 1994; Smith & Bortree, 2012). In the United States, up until the
coming of the industrial age, U.S. economic systems were primarily agrarian. At that time,
environmental degradation was relatively localized and occurred slowly, over extended periods
of time (Steger, 2013, p. 88). By late 20th century, the realities of environmental degradation
were ramped up significantly. Unlike agrarian processes which historically had encouraged
responsible land and resource management with an eye toward futurity, industrialization
introduced large-scale manufacturing into the environmental schema, resulting in ratcheting-up
the pace of resource consumption and intensifying ecological deterioration (Ruther, 2012, pp.
25-26). Mechanized mass production replaced manual human labor with processes that produced
more, faster than ever before. As a result, industrial processes not only changed the rate of
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consumption of environmental resources in support of manufacturing, but also resulted in
accumulating greater quantities of wastes. These bi-products of industry and methods of disposal
have resulted in varying degrees of land, air and water resource depletion coupled with
contamination, and little understanding of how best to secure the way forward.
Urbanization was the next large-scale environmental issue to emerge in response to
industrialization. As agricultural work waned, people moved in mass to manufacturing hubs in
search of factory jobs and access to new lifestyle resources, a telling precursor to lifestyle frames
today that purport to be about sustainability, green living and environmentalism. The increase in
populations compounded consumption practices, and at the same time, the ecological burden on
the environment and natural resources. Rural lands were expropriated and urbanized to
accommodate population growth and infrastructural needs.
With expanding cities and ever-decreasing amounts of space for farming, more food is
necessarily produced at faster rates using less land (Mathews, 2014). The decrease in the amount
of space for farming operations increases the localized soil erosion, and strains groundwater
resources. Population build-up and development on all sides of the ecological spectrum marked
modernization and fueled a culture of ever-increasing consumption and deeper levels of
environmental degradation. Many still did not understand the depth of matters until Director,
Davis Guggenheim collaborated with then Vice President Al Gore to film the now critically
acclaimed ecological documentary, “An Inconvenient Truth” (Gore et al., 2006). By explaining
the science of the environmental downturn now known as global warming, the film made the
compelling case that “global warming is real, man-made, and its effects will be cataclysmic if we
don’t act now” (Gore et al., 2006).
The film had significant impacts on the public, and the early 2000s saw the emergence of
a new concept: the green economy. A green economy is “low carbon, resource efficient and
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socially inclusive … (where) growth in income and employment should be driven by public and
private investments that reduce carbon emissions and pollution, enhance energy and resource
efficiency, and prevent the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services” (Gibbs & O’Neill, 2014,
p. 201). “Green economic development aims were ‘first, to mitigate environmental damage from
waste and resource over-exploitation; second, to moderate human contributions to climate
change; and third, to manage the transition from fossil fuel to renewable energy’” (Gibbs &
O’Neill, p. 201; see also Cooke, 2010, p. 833). While the green economy initially was touted as a
solution to ecological crises, the solution has failed to produce the anticipated results. The
problem can be traced back to issues that theorists have repeatedly identified: ongoing lack of
clarity and ever-broadening interpretations of sustainability and its goals in the presence of
economic goals. As Gills and O’Neill put it, “Whilst varying definitions and discourses of the
green economy exist, it is much rarer that political appeals are made which encourage constraints
on demand and consumption, given that the primary aim is economic growth, albeit green tinged,
and the socioeconomic paradigm is still that of consumption economies (p. 201; see also Bina,
2013). The same resonates across fields of concern, with versions of a similar message from
theorists (see Banerjee, 2003; Fraser, 2019; Jerneck, 2018; Lee et al., 2014; Ludwig et al., 1993;
O’Grady, 2003). Further, while some policy-makers can agree that a green economy is desirable
from both an environmental and economic perspectives, transitioning to a new economy and
what the investment in that transition must look like has been difficult to ascertain (Gibbs &
O’Neill, 2014, p. 202). Certainly, individual commitments to sustainability are centrifugally
focused on consumption practices that are largely cultivated through corporate green product
initiatives and green discourse espoused by a ubiquitous commercial media.
The point of this explication is not to condemn modern society for being modern, or even
for growing and spreading, because some of that movement has been into spaces where gardens
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now thrive. They are in containers on city roof-tops and in vacant lots that have become beacons
for Saturday morning fresh market goers. People were inspired by former first lady Michelle
Obama to do wonderful things for themselves like get back into the garden. Obama’s health
initiatives around diet and exercise helped bridge the divide between good for the environment
and good for the body. Constructing a clear image of the world’s ecological plight, points to the
need for viable solutions at all levels of society and from diverse perspectives. Collective
participation within paradigms like sustainable can living have significant implications and
lasting effects, for the surrounding environment as well as for national belonging and recognized
citizenship. When going gets tough, everyone has to get going.

Part III On Patience and Waiting
On any morning I can peer out my front window and see my elder neighbor, Ms. Anne,
moving about her yard. Dressed in her pastel-colored muumuu with large ruffles and pockets,
she carefully tends her evergreen shrubs and potted plants … first plucking and trimming,
placing some things in her pockets, then propping and watering, clearing debris. Like so many of
her generation, Ms. Anne’s hands move with a certain grace that calls to mind the slow, slow
passing of time, of planting and watering, fertilizing and pruning, now and then muttering a
gentle word or two. I imagine she is encouraging her plants to strive for more, to reach and to
grow. She is like me, a city woman with country roots. Her care is unrushed, her touch is steady,
and the flowering fruits of her long kept daily rituals are beautifully revealed in shades of
lavender, pink and green. The message is clear: Slow is okay. In fact, it’s good, and loving
patience reaps rewards. I see myself in her and in the girls with whom I nurture green gardens.
Modeling strength, patience, nurturance and care from a woman’s standpoint are fundamental
to my own ideas about sustainable living.
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Black Feminist Thought and Culture Centered Approaches
Black Feminist Thought grounds this research, which is intersectional, dialogic and
privileges the voice and lived experiences of girls who self-identify within the African
diaspora.12 The result is a discussion-oriented, fundamentally qualitative study that documents
Black girls’ experiences with sustainable living culture. In so doing, this work provides “a new
angle of vision” (Hill Collins, 1990) for producing and understanding oppositional knowledge.
By placing the experiences of African American girls at center, this analysis aims to offer fresh
insights that better inform the contemporary discourse around sustainability and calls attention to
the need for a more broadly humanist and inclusive vision of sustainable living practices.
Black Feminist Thought recognizes that the African American intellectual tradition
historically has extended beyond the academy to include everyday speech in ordinary spaces
(Hill Collins, 2000, p. 14), not unlike the home, garden, and community, which serve as tropes in
Black feminist creative and intellectual work. These tropes support this illustration of how
African American girls continue traditions of sustainable living and related practices as
producers and consumers of sustainable living culture.

12

Historically, “Black,” “blackness,” “white” and similar raced terms have provided a means of
distinguishing among individuals and groups by one common denominator: skin color. The
wearers have imbued the words with descriptive authority to express a more complete self than
skin color alone can affords and does so by communicating more about their collective
experience in the world, than its early definition could convey. Although this investigation was
conducted domestically, its results have broader implications and meaning for global
sustainability, where race, intersects with diverse notions of culture and belonging. “Yellow,”
“Brown,” and “Red,” also signal categories or dwelling within particular groups that are raced.
As the biological and socio-political categories with which individuals identify, the language of
the “diaspora” or “diasporic community” behaves as a qualitative, historicized signifier of group
identity that extends beyond the constraints of phenotype as a sole indicator of experience in the
world. Further, whereas the construct of race underpins institutional barriers that constrain the
way human groups can coalesce around matters of importance and be recognized, diasporic
communities expand the scope of collective identity and inclusion beyond race, to encompass the
“persistence and plasticity of culture … with its variations and modifications … over time and
geography” (Littlefield et al., (1982), p. 641-647; see also Santora & Vincenzo, 2013).
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For this study, Black Feminist Thought (Hill Collins, 2000) is critical social theory
around women, that provides a lens through which African American girls’ contributions to
sustainable living can be made visible and brought into the foreground. This project necessarily
considers Black womanhood and girlhood together. Because they are historically and relationally
entwined. Any analysis of Black girls’ relevance within sustainability paradigms would be
incomplete without them. Black women are not only instrumental in shaping girls’ voices, values
and attitudes, but also in teaching them to build community through demonstrated care for
others. These are relationships that lay the foundation for a future:
Black Feminist Thought’s emphasis on the ongoing interplay between Black women’s
oppression and Black women’s activism presents the matrix of domination as responsive
to human agency. Such thought view the world as a dynamic place where the goal is not
merely to survive or to fit in or to cope; rather, it becomes a place where we feel
ownership and accountability. The existence of Afrocentric feminist thought suggests that
there is always choice, and power to act, no matter how bleak the situation may appear to
be. Viewing the world as one in the making raises the issue of individual responsibility
for bringing about change. It also shows that while individual empowerment is key, only
collective action can effectively generate lasting social transformation (Hill Collins,
1990, p. 238).
Black Feminist Thought (BFT) provides a framework for thinking about girls’
sustainable living practices as a recognizable function of global citizenship. Although BFT
provides the best tool for analysis that centers Black girls today, feminist scholars also are
growing in their understanding of the need for a specific sector of girlhood studies that
recognizes how the intersections of gender, race and youth affects girls. Here, I am highlighting
Ruth Nicole Brown’s (2009) Black Girlhood Celebration and (2014) Hear Our Truths: The
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Creative Potential of Black Girlhood for what I understand as a youth-centered approach that
aligns with Black Feminist Thought in an age-considerate manner.
Specifically, Brown addressed the need for girl-centered research and highlighted the
communicative successes of girl-centered programming (see also Durham, 2018).
The distinguishing features of Black Feminist Thought (BFT) have been useful to me in
the following ways. Drawing from Hill Collins (2000), BFT specifically recognizes “the
interconnectedness of experience and consciousness that shapes the everyday lives of African
American women and often pervades the works of African American activists and scholars” (p.
24). Furthermore it “places African American women’s experiences, thought and practice in a
transnational, Black diasporic context, reveals commonalities among women of African descent,
while specifying what is particular to African American women” (p. 29). By taking core themes
of the Black girls’ standpoint, infusing them with fresh meaning, and stimulating a new
consciousness around their everyday knowledge through a process of re-articulation, BFT has
enabled me to affirm, rearticulate and provide a vehicle for expressing publicly a consciousness
that already existed (p. 32), “using everyday actions and experiences in theoretical work” (p. 33).
BFT asserts that Black girls “have a unique angle of vision, and that as environmental conditions
change so must the knowledge and practices designed to resist them” (p. 39). Overall, BFT
recognizes that our struggles to be heard are part of a wider struggle for human dignity,
empowerment, and social justice through recognized citizenship.
In addition to BFT, the Culture Centered Approach (CCA; Dutta, 2007; Dutta & Pal,
2013) defines the conditions of subalternity as existing along the margins of society, denied the
rights and privileges of acknowledged citizenship, excluded from participation in organized
economic structures, and having limited access to resources that allow for accumulation of
wealth (Dutta, 2014).
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While the preconditions of subalternity were first defined within the geographic setting of
South, Central Asia, where poverty, disenfranchisement and unequal distribution of resources
impacts nearly a quarter of the population, these conditions also are relevant to this work as
similar preconditions are present in western settings, in the United States, specifically. In both
regions, these conditions historically have disproportionately impacted girls. However, this
project aims to do more than draw comparisons, but to extend the definition of “subaltern” to
create a space from which the varying conditions of subalternity can be recognized in different
cultural and economic settings.
A fundamental factor in resisting oppression, through whatever means it is enacted, is
creating points of listening, where marginalized voices can be heard in ways that matter in
policy-making, evaluation and implementation (Dutta, 2004). This is relational work, that is also
necessarily culture centered. CCA is a dialogic process that emphasizes the situated experience
of social actors within local contexts (Pal & Dutta, 2013). Placed against a backdrop of the
researcher’s narrative journey negotiating a relationship to and within the field, CCA emphasizes
the efficacy of local knowledge, humanizes the agents of that knowledge, and brings coherence
to both by situating them historically within culture. As critical method, CCA connects to the
root characteristics of Black Feminist Thought (BFT), yet also lends itself to incorporating an
account of the researcher’s journey with the subject through (auto)ethnography.
Among its distinguishing features, the CCA logic does the following. CCA aims to:
question established ideals; challenge the universality of Eurocentric values; interrogate
dominant interests in particularized portrayals of marginalized individuals as passive and without
agency; examine local articulation of meanings tied to the word “development,” and in this
dissertation, “sustainability.” Finally, CCA dismantles dominant practices of communication for
its culpability in creating and sustaining the conditions of marginalization (Dutta, 2011).
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Black girls, often overlooked and understudied, are accordingly unaccounted for in
contemporary environmental literature and green discourse around sustainability. CCA is
instrumental as an approach to disrupting the current notion of what constitutes green Discourse
and strategic communication around sustainability. It is useful in emphasizing the cultural,
economic, and environmental value in hearing what girls of color have to say. As an aspect of
this study, CCA provides a means of acknowledging and disrupting Black girls’ marginalization
within sustainability paradigms, calling attention to the political implications of that
marginalization for recognized citizenship, and in situating the study participants' words within
green Discourse and their experiences within sustainability culture.

Chapter Summary and Statement of Research Questions
This dissertation expands this area of study first by adding Black girlhood and citizenship
to the overall bio-environmental schema. By doing so, this project paves the way toward
correcting the subjugation of environmental knowledge that the limits of current academic
research have served to reinforce. What is needed is a means of disrupting the currently
prevailing discourse, removing ontological enclosures and creating space for new ways of
conceptualizing, articulating, and enacting environmental sustainability measures.
It is incumbent upon the current generation of scholars to become witnesses, press the
momentum around sustainability by opening up discursive spaces from which the voices of
Black girls and all girls, can be heard, their wisdom and contributions acknowledged, and their
experience with living sustainably upheld as exemplars that others can follow. To that end, this
study addresses the following four research questions (RQs):
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Table 1
Statement of Research Questions
RQ 1

How do Black girls embody and enact sustainable living?

RQ 2

How do Black girls articulate sustainable living?

RQ 3

How has Southern Black women’s culture informed girls’ participation within
sustainable living?
How does environmental and human sustainability operate across the lifespans of
Southern Black girls and women?

RQ 4

80

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

The study aimed to gain an understanding of how Black girls articulate sustainable living,
how their production and consumption practices can be viewed as environmental stewardship, as
acts of citizenship that others can emulate and have global implications. This chapter, Chapter 3,
begins with the traditional organizational pattern for methods by first discussing (a) participants
and context. This section explains the process of identifying study participants, collecting data,
selecting research sites/locations and a very brief rationale behind choosing the particular sites
referenced throughout this study as “homeplaces” of significance to the participants. After
discussing the participants, this chapter provides details about the (b) procedures, starting with
the interview protocol design, accommodations for interviewing youth and other data gathering
details, and then explaining data analytic methods.
The context of the study itself operates as an active participant as well as the space and
place within which the girls live and play. The importance of this context is noted by giving the
site and materialities their own section: (c) Stepping Back and Forward: Community, History,
and Homeplaces. This move is consistent with the broadening of d/Discursive analyses to
incorporate materialities and with the embodied nature of my Culture-Centered Black Feminist
Auto/Ethnography. Finally, these discussions of methods, particularly data analytic processes,
come together in (d) “Lenses for Analysis” which begins with one story about identity and
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belonging, “The Homeplace,” and extends the earlier discussion of analysis presented in the
procedures section to develop Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/Ethnography
methodologically. This section concludes with a passage, “On Vulnerability” which challenges
my own feelings and expressions about belonging and the homeplace.
Throughout this chapter, I refer to myself as Principal Investigator (PI) when I gather and
analyze empirical data such as interviews, artifacts, field notes, and journal notes. However, I use
first person when I talk about how my own life and understandings enter into the methodology,
prompt reflections and personal notes, and combine with other analytic lenses to derive findings.
Although these linguistic choices may seem odd to my readers, I use language to acknowledge
the different metatheoretical traditions from which I draw and that I referenced in my earlier
chapters, I also do so to signal the diverse data and insights I derive by engaging with my
participants, data, and myself through Ellingson’s (2009) crystallization approach and my
Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/Ethnography.

Participants
The participants were four African American girls aged 12-15, who live in a thriving
Black community in Tampa, FL. University of Wisconsin Child Welfare Training System (n.d.)
materials covering the developmental stages of infants and children note that in terms of
cognitive development, mid-adolescent girls aged 13-15 show characteristic interest in ideas,
values and social issues (p. 18). For this study, that spectrum was expanded minimally to include
at least one 12-year-old.
Table 2 contains demographic information about the research participants and their
interviews. The information included consists of participant-chosen pseudonyms, age, the
number of interviews conducted with each participant, and the location and duration of
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interviews. This collection of statistical characteristics and related information in chart form
serves as an organizing feature to which readers can return throughout the dissertation.

Table 2
Participants, data collection and interview statistics
Selected
Pseudonym

Participant
Age

Number of
interviews
Data Collection
Site 2 – Day 2
Community Garden
1

Duration:
Interview 1

Duration:
Interview 2

13

Number of
interviews
Data Collection
Site 1 Day 1
Community Center
1

Mira

1 hour

1 hour

Ocean

12

1

1

1 hour

1 hour

Pink

15

1

1

1 hour

1 hour

Bo

13

1

1

1 hour

1 hour

My decisions regarding participants also proceeded from the notion that children are a
uniting factor across communities of interest. Theirs is an important position that can provide a
new angle of vision for the many ways in which sustainable living practices can be incorporated
into daily living. Black girls are in a particularly pivotal position, a place from which their angle
of vision can contribute to forming new understandings of the organic unity among people in
vital harmony with Earth. They can reveal new ways of living sustainably by enacting the ageold foundational practices and attitudes that have been modeled for them by their foremothers,
and that they live with and through today. Additionally, they can provide an expanded notion of
citizenship that embraces diverse ways of enacting citizenship, and that connects individual
contributions at home to the complimentary actions of others around the planet -- global
citizenship. Finally, these criteria also are in keeping with the notion that study
standards/conditions must be interrelated with and directed by the research question(s)
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(Erlandson, 1993, p. 56) of how Black girls articulate their knowledge and experience with
sustainable living.
To center the voices of the girls in discussions around sustainability, the six-week,
longitudinal study was conducted with four youth, aged 12-15, who identified as female. The
study consisted of observation and interviews in two locations of significance to the participants,
including the local community center and the adjacent community garden. Together, these
locations represent “homeplaces” of Black girl belonging as suggested by hooks (1991) and later
elaborated by Polanco (2014), homeplaces are culturally relevant sites of resistance, free of racial
oppression, and providing nurturance for the spirit, growth, and development (hooks, 2011).
Discussion in Chapter 2 reflected on the homeplace as a site of safety/security, nurturance and
familiarity, and self-expression. These sites were chosen for their significance within the larger
community they serve which is the overall designated location of this study, but more
specifically for the girls who participated in this study and also frequent these spaces.
Two, one-hour, conversation-style interviews were conducted with each participant
referred to in Table 2 as Day 1 and Day 2 respectively. This sequencing of two interviews with
the same girls enabled me to obtain deep, reflexive data.
Obscured image captures from recordings made during the conservations are shared. The
most immediate function of obscuring the images is to protect the participants’ identities. In its
secondary function, obscuring the images themselves, reflects back on the interview process,
emphasizing the participants’ words as they are invited to relate their knowledge about and
experiences with sustainability through conversation.
As qualitative methodology, visual representations are useful in the process of producing
and representing knowledge. Visual imagery often is a supplement to other modes of
communication or is a substitute for information that may not be conveyed otherwise but has
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unique communicative value. This project employed visuals for both reasons with the added
advantage of challenging readers to reconsider the socializing impacts of imagery circulated
within the public sphere in terms of inclusions and exclusions. To that end, images are
juxtaposed with d/Discourses for analysis. Each image is suggestive of the individual in body,
gestures, spirit, and as situated in and creators of context.
In addition to the d/Discourses and visual imagery of and about these four girls, I also
provide my own auto/ethnographic experiences and stories. I am a woman of color and mother
for whom the Southeastern region of the United States has been considered home. My personal
stories and reflections provide context, stress the longevity of Southern Black women’s
involvement in sustainability, and describe the everyday lived experiences of girls who grow up
to be women, sometimes in oppressive conditions that attempt to silence their agency, but
consistently pressing toward continuity.

We Are All Walking
I felt a particular weightiness during this project--its importance as I perceived it. I
suppose we all think this way, that our work is important, that the people in our study are
important, and that the readers thoughts and opinions are important. We want our work to
provide the best possible experience for everyone. I needed to figure out how I could help others
hear what I heard in the participants’ words and how to see the value that saw in their behaviors
and attitudes because to me those inputs were powerful and relevant. I did not merely assume
these things, although through my own lived experience and aspects of my shared experience
with the participants, as human beings, as “girls” and as people of color in a racially concerned
nation, suggested that I might be at least somewhat equipped to speak with or alongside Black
girls about our engagement with their environment and sustainable living. As do others like me,
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I move along unassailable hyphens between everyday life and erudition, where the distinctions
and lines between who I am in one space and another have organically blurred but not faded
away. At times, I am forced to compartmentalize loose parts. Those odd bits of a complex self
and a necessarily dualistic way of thinking sometimes require sorting. I am certain though, that
this body that I occupy, I occupy at all times. When Black girls are excluded, overlooked or
misunderstood, I am, too. While this research is academically and environmentally necessary, it
is deeply personal and immensely rewarding. Something good is emerging from a rich resource
that has been ignored. These new ways of thinking about sustainability along will reap continual
rewards for all people, for our shared environments, and particularly so for all the little sister
citizens who through their actions, are speaking for themselves. We just have to look and listen.

Procedures
The interview protocol was designed by utilizing theory and research in environmental
sustainability as well as by drawing from my own experiences in recycling, planting, harvesting,
and sharing food and artifacts with others. The interview protocol was designed to be semistructured (Ellingson, 2014) thus allowing for more flexible conversational spaces to explore
these girls’ explorations and commitments to sustainability. The overarching framework was
culture-centered which allowed me to analyze the participants’ d/Discourse and everyday
materialities with sustainable living through their narratives that were gathered in interview
settings. However, I extended this approach to what I call a Culture-Centered Black Feminist
Auto/ethnography. The study process was guided by a commitment to listening, fostering
communicative openings, and discussing interpretations with the unique cultural members,
meaning the study participants, to articulate the meanings that emerged from dialogue with those
participants (Pal & Dutta, 2013). In this section, I discuss (a) participant recruitment, (b) specific

86

details about the interview process and interview questions, (c) decisions regarding the datacollection site and activities, as well as other data that were collected, are reiterated and
discussed in greater detail, and finally, (d) data analytic techniques.
First, to recruit study participants, a bulletin containing the details of an interest meeting
was placed in a visible, accessible window at the local community center. The bulletin contained
general information about the study topic, criteria for participation and scheduled interest
meetings for potential participants. The community center staff were helpful in steering
interested families to the contact information and meeting dates and times suggested in the flyer.
The parents of prospective participants attended an informational meeting where the principal
investigator provided in-depth details about the study, including its scope and intent.
Second, during the initial interest meetings, the principal investigator (this dissertation
author) shared the details of the research project, by reading aloud the project plan as approved
by the University of South Florida Institutional Review Board (see IRB Approval, Appendix A).
Voluntary participants were recruited by flyer (see Recruitment Bulletin, Appendix, B). Parents
and children were welcomed to take part in the process, asking and exhausting any questions
regarding the investigator, the study, its aims, or conduct, that they may have had during and/or
after the reading. Informed consent and assent were sought and achieved for each study
participant.
The interviews were designed to prompt discussion with youth with the goal of
understanding their experiences and perspectives with regard to sustainable living. Interview
topics were divided into broad subject areas: production, consumption, transportation, and
familial relationships, and futurity (Youth Interview Guide, Appendix C). Each interview
consisted of a combined list of closed and open-ended questions, to be asked of the participants.
The mix had the effect of focusing the participants’ attention on the subject matter but also
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allowing opportunities for the youth to share longer narratives if they felt so inclined. Interviews
were recorded and the principal investigator kept a field journal for additional notes on unspoken
actions, reactions, aspects of setting, and anticipated and unanticipated events.
During interviews, each participant engaged in a creative activity of her choice. The
principal investigator provided the necessary tools for creative projects, which were offered as a
way of cultivating the participants’ comfort in the interview setting, but also to foster freedom of
expression by providing a choice of forms or ways of channeling that expression. Photos of the
projects were taken as they developed. These visuals are presented as data in Chapter 4,
Findings.

To each interview, I brought a bundle of supplies that I referred to as a “sack o’ stuff.” It
was an old satchel I used to haul things around when my kids were little. I think the girls
loved it. One participant, Ocean [pseudonym], commented that my bag, “smelled like
powder.” I encouraged participants to pick out some things. “Let’s make something” I said.
The girls wasted no time digging in … one with both hands.

To reiterate, two, one-hour conversations with the participants took place in two locations
familiar and meaningful in the participants’ lives: the community center, where local kids spend
most days after school, and the community garden. As the interviews were conducted with
children, the PI prepared to listen empathetically, to wait patiently for responses, to repeat
questions and/or to restructure them in alternate ways that fostered clarity for each participant.
There were approximately 20 hours of audio recordings. The interviews comprised half of that
time with the other half dedicated to discussion around their projects of choice. The interviews
resulted in 200 pages of single-spaced transcription, excluding some project time which at
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points, did not contribute substantively to the interviews. In addition, there were about 50 pages
of handwritten field notes plus images of the artifacts that were made during our time together. I
also kept a journal whose pages of reflections, memos, random thoughts, and sketches numbered
nearly 100.
The PI heard first-hand accounts of the participants’ experiences with sustainable living.
On the basis of narrative authority, the discursive openings created allowed for an examination
of the historicized, familial, and cultural influences that impact their understandings and
interpretations of living sustainably. The process also was instrumental in identifying and
making visible, the structural/institutional forces that may impact decision-making among
African American girls, and that can obscure their engagement with sustainable living from
view.
Third, the PI was thoughtful about decisions regarding the data-collection site and
activities. With parental permission two one-hour interviews were conducted individually with
four participants, at two local sites considered “homeplaces” of significance in the lives of the
girls — the community garden and the community center, both situated within the Historic
Tampa Heights community in Tampa, FL, where a particular focus on living sustainably is
integral to everyday life for many of the residents. Often created and kept by Black women, the
homeplace is more than a comfortable domestic environment but a purposefully constructed safe
space for affirming individual identity and forming social and political solidarity (Valentine,
2014) around the goals and values of community. In these homeplaces, girls learn from an
extended network of women, cultivate their own identities distinct of ascribed stereotypes and
nurture their interests. In the everyday sense, they get to speak their truths. The next section of
Chapter 3: Methodology discusses the community as homeplace and is entitled “Stepping back
and forward: Community, history and homeplaces.”
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Stepping Back and Forward: Community, History and Homeplaces
The local community center is one example of a homeplace. In this site residents gather
for meetings and events, sometimes social and often political arrangements, and where youth see
first-hand how collectivism is done. Much of what happens in the community center revolves
around food, which means that they eat together but also tackle issues of education and access to
healthy food choices and production and consumption practices. Adjacent the community center
is another homeplace, the community garden, where “home,” is seen as a site of sociality,
intimacy, and memory making (Polanco, 2014). The community garden can be described as a
creative space where children and adults get to be inspired by nature, to fulfill dietary needs, and
to do their part to bridge health gaps that are often outgrowths of food deserts—a dearth of
healthy food resources and access that often leads to food insecurity. In the garden home,
exposure to sun, rain, soil, and seed is simultaneously exposure to an important aspect of many
of their foremothers’ lives, and closer to agrarianism. Today, under the direction of garden-wise
Southern women, the girls in this study get to put their hands in dirt and grow sustenance that
provides strength and nourishment but also reflects the core values of home and community.
To deepen insights about space and place in this study, I provide further details about
decisions regarding the site and its significance not only to the community but to me personally.
An array of characteristics made the Tampa Heights community a viable choice for this study.
First, its formal “historic” distinction meant that the site was likely to be considered an active
“home,” a site of sociality, memories, and intimacy, as noted earlier (Polanco, 2014; see also
Johnson & Johnson, 2020)--characteristics that might bring depth to the meaningful kind of
study I hoped to produce. I was pleased to be welcomed into this space, even if my interactions
with some long-time residents were limited to those afforded a welcomed outsider, which is to
say that not all perceived outsiders are welcomed as much as they are tolerated. Several years
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passed before I could feel any progression from tolerance to full welcome by most. Ironically,
this twist on the standard insider/outsider paradigm meant that I was close in significant ways,
distant in other ways from the population I wanted to study.
Tampa Heights’ population is racially diverse, and presently predominantly Black,
although its demographic make-up is quickly changing. Its residents collectively sought its
official historic community status two decades ago. In some instances, this type of action is
regarded as indicative of a community’s maturity, suggesting that the homeowners are likely of
age to have their own families, younger or older, that residents are civic-minded and that they
share particular values as reflected by their coalition and collaboration around the issue of
preservation. The community’s apparent ability to act collectively and cross generationally is its
second favorable quality. Thirdly, the community is inviting and esthetically appealing, albeit
imperfect. Vibrant homes built in early 20th century styles line its streets. Tire swings hang from
Grand Oak trees that stretch from one side of the street to the other. Wooden porch chairs, candle
lights, and slowly-spinning overhead fans are a common site. Local street lights that illuminate at
dusk are still on tall wooden poles and above all this are towering palm trees. A historic park and
natural lake sit at the center of the community, flanked by a busy playground and community
garden within blocks of the park. These details represent the qualities of contributing structures
in that they are historic, functional, situated within the community, and familiar to its residents.
As a bonus, some of the contributing structures can represent systems of support for
environmental awareness. Finally, the fact that the community is listed in the national registry of
historic places suggests that the study participants I hoped to recruit would have a wealth of
historic reference material from which to draw in their everyday lives.
Still, some parts of the neighborhood are broken. Roadways throughout much of the
community are in disrepair, as are some of its houses and sidewalks. Because the sidewalks are
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either crumbling or altogether missing in some blocks, the sewer and drainage systems that
typically accompany sidewalks are few. Those that are present are invariably overwhelmed by
rain which leads to seasonal flooding but then again, its brick-lined streets flush red again when
waters recede.
I have seen the process, and it happens quickly, but the more interesting aspect of this
situation is the necessary negotiation between people and nature when juxtaposed. The
community is also situated just minutes from downtown Tampa. Proximity to downtown comes
with all that one might expect in a budding metropolis: tall modern buildings, restaurants and
entertainment venues, on-foot transiency, rush hour and after-hours vehicle traffic, noise, ,and
homelessness. The slower pace of this community’s homestreets bumps up against the busy
surrounding metropolis but the lines of demarcation are clear. The two territories have distinct
characteristics that define one as “home” and the other “not home.”
Given current trends in American culture, it is not surprisingly that this urban community
is “gentrifying,” which to some, suggests a real estate revival of sorts. The current residents, in
their tiny microcosm of the larger culture, will be encouraged by various means to relocate,
making way for new development or equally costly historic restoration and preservation that
some opted to ignore after the initial effort to secure its historic distinction two decades ago. It is
difficult to ignore the irony in this arrangement given the area’s long-thriving status as a
community, the history that informs the residents’ pride in their community, already teeming
with life and cultural richness.
A great deal of meaning-making takes place in organized communities such as these,
which are institutions unto themselves, and within them, goals and values are expressed as
shared social endeavors that inculcate discursive power and does so in particular ways. First, as a
bounded/geopolitical territory, Tampa Heights’ historic distinction speaks to its responsiveness
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to governance, the roles and expectations of governed citizens or citizenship, and the
implications of participation in the two (Polanco, 2014). Paasi (2009) looks at governance,
citizenship, and participation as ideological symbols that represent the vital intersections between
geographic territory, spatial socialization, and governmental practice. Ultimately, these levels of
participation in governance and the roles of individuals in community acting as citizens have
global implications in that they impact understandings of borders, movement, and access. There
is a particular form of political value to girls in these arrangements within strong communities.
As they acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to build the homeplaces of the future, they
also experience the connectedness of history, consensus, and crosscutting of issues that are
crucial for developing inclusive politics around citizenship generally, but also our understandings
of sustainability more specifically.
This connectedness of knowledge, history, interests, and values includes the
responsibilities and rewards of participation and coalition with other groups that are engaged in
sustainability efforts. Linking these ideas to the community’s distinctive history, the notion of
“contributing” versus “noncontributing structures” is more than merely relevant but also can be
seen as a metaphor for the aspects of sustainability this work aims to understand as integral to
recognized citizenship.
Historic districts are entire areas or groups of historic structures that are deemed
significant to a locality’s cultural fabric and are protected by public review (National Trust for
Historic Preservation, 2016). Although a listing in the national register is formal recognition of a
place of national importance, legal power to protect historic places rests primarily with local
governments. A search of state and national historic guidelines found that most have a somewhat
similar fundamental requirement: a concentration of contributing, historically preserved,
structures within the boundaries of the proposed district (i.e., City of Tampa Historic
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Preservation Commission, Savanna Metropolitan Planning Commission, City of Columbia
Design/Development Review Commission).
Contributing means the group of structures under consideration for historic designation
have been restored and preserved in the manner consistent with historic preservation guidelines
for home interior, landscape, and finishes. Most restorations are quite beautiful and reflect the
artistry and skill of a bygone period. Yet, community members are both constrained and liberated
by the historic designation which offers certain benefits and at the same time, requires adherence
to certain, potentially costly, aesthetic obligations. Together, these are largely the determinants of
whether or not a structure is deemed contributory. Individual access to the means of fulfilling the
obligations can be limited by available time, resources, and certainly willingness. As Polanco
(2014) noted in her description of a historic community in Virginia, some long-term residents are
contrarians who shun institutional approaches to historic preservation. These individuals see
themselves as representatives of the community’s historicity regardless of further economic
investment in aesthetics, style, or similar developments to their homes. Their particular
expression of history presents as aesthetically different. Still, historically preserved homes are
seen as contemporary, yes, and beautiful. When sustainability is broadly defined, such structural
refinements could be considered a form of representative or expression of appreciation for
sustainability in that a home is effectively preserved, in its historic state, for the future. Making
the connection would mean that the of language of sustainability would have to be adapted to the
occasion in much the way that a retail establishment might speak of sustainability in terms of
sales. The idea of sustainability is there but, harkening to a bygone era for structural inspiration
can be economically costly, demanding of rare raw material, and ultimately, not altogether
unlike, purchasing a greenwashed product wherein the contribution to a form of sustainable
living, is a wager that may product negligible results. Here again, there are issues of identity,
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access and power in the simulacrum of sustainability that bar certain community members from
the discussion.
Despite the fact that some residents of the community under study can count their
family’s presence in the area back several generations. A combination of factors, including
economics and choice, have resulted in the exclusion of older homes belonging to residents
whose homes otherwise certainly would be considered essential parts of the historic community.
Polanco (2014) addressed this issue at-length, noting the odd distinction that appears to exist
between rebuilt history and embodied history, a paradigm wherein the knowledge, lived
experience, and particular ethos relative to history that exists in people, their memories, and the
structures they inhabit, indeed, their way of sustaining, become secondary to the aesthetics of
history. Although the matter is not taken up at-length here, this point suggests that future studies
might examine gentrification for its possible correlates to identity projects and projections for
longevity of communities formed in its wake. It seems possible that when presented with an
aesthetic turn, currently acceptable aesthetics could give way to change and become dated, rather
than the new historic.
Further, there is another important linkage between participation and the historic
preservation effort that also has implications for recognition of resident status and belonging as a
community member, and recognized participation within sustainable living paradigms, which has
implications for recognized citizenship. In a way similar to participation within sustainable living
paradigms, individuals who are acknowledged as active partners in acquiring and maintaining
the community’s historic designation possess certain defining qualities and characteristics. The
same qualities hold true of the homes or structures they own, which upon meeting historic
guidelines are deemed contributors to the collective effort and therefore worthy of sharing in
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certain community and individual property protections—a reality that closely parallels the rights,
privileges, protections, and responsibilities understood to be associated with citizenship.
However, physical, economic and indeed ideological boundaries preclude some
residents’ from recognized participation in the preservation process, thus also limit access to the
advantages and specific protections of the community’s historic designation. This despite the fact
that the existing territory, now desirable to many, is the product of the people who opt not to
cross boundaries to participate in the goals of the new residents, instead preserving history in
their own ways. Both groups desire long-term stability for the community. Yet, these
circumstances give shape and form to an ideological divide across silent, dynamic territory. The
process unfolds in a manner similar to developments in mediated sustainability and produces a
similar result: a notion of Black indifference, when in effect their voices have been silenced,
their actions rendered unintelligible, and the people unrecognizable. These apparent parallels
within the political dynamics around change, sustainability and historicity made this community
a particularly viable site for this study.

Lenses for Analysis
The primary data analytic technique in this study for participants’ interview data, field
observations is discourse analysis, a term used in an overarching sense to tie many different
types of analyses of varied data together. As such, the PI applied d/Discourse analysis as an
umbrella analytic lens to examine the everyday linguistic choices, talk-in-interaction patterns,
and themes and meanings that emerged during conversations, from field notes, and in journal
entries (for overview, see Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001). Developing themes and attending to the
talk, interactions, visuals, and broader societal or cultural formations meant that I utilized two
data analytic approaches. First, I coded data to create broad semantic understandings, or themes,
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with the process beginning with transcription. Here, I chose to do my own transcribing in order
to secure any additional communicative details observed in the interview setting and deemed
relevant to analysis (Kvale, 1996, p. 169). All transcriptions were made verbatim, including
vernacular, pauses, redundancies, awkward moments, interruptions and the like, resulting in
“…each speaker’s oral style being translated into written form in harmony with the subjects’
general modes of expression (p. 170). Transcribing in this organically occurring way is both
risky and potentially rewarding. One important risk which bears noting centers around the
possibility of the reader having a preconception of socially acceptable speech. Preconception
leads some readers to focus on “how/the way” things are said rather than the value in “what” is
said. Certainly, in terms of its benefits, verbatim transcriptions suggest authenticity which is an
additional determinant of analytical reliability.
As part of transcribing, I also engaged in hand-coding of dialogue in interview transcripts
to allow for inclusion of the meta aspects of communication, including gesture, proxemics and
facial expression, all of which inform basic impressions that are inherent in interview situations.
This way of interpreting data aims to capture all relevant information—information that might
otherwise become invisible, as details of Black girls’ lives often are missing, lost, or considered
trivial or irrelevant. At this point, descriptive and in-vivo coding were combined in order to
capture and analyze the respondents’ actual spoken words along with the subtle nuances in their
way of communicating ideas during interviews. The strength of the two is that while descriptive
coding is instrumental in summarizing the primary topic of an excerpt taken from interviews, invivo coding complements the effort by employing the participants’ actual words in response to
inquiry. I coded 100 percent of the interviews in my sample for a total eight interviews.
Generally, codes were identified, synthesized and categorized in a process that involved
looking for patterns in the language expressed during interviews with participants for those that
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collectively suggested an idea or made a salient point related to an aspect of sustainability. The
language, emergent usage patterns, materialities represented in field notes and visual
representations, and resulting themes were considered in relation to my research question about
Black girls’ articulation of sustainable living.
As is shown in Chapter 4: Findings, I analyzed and situated the patterns and categories in
terms of ten (10) primary themes, which are commonly understood as functional within
sustainability including production/consumption, conservation/protection,
reuse/recycling/upcycling, and seasonality and futurity/continuity; then several additional
arguably secondary themes identified as relevant during the analysis: ecological
consciousness/saving, connection/appreciation, nature connection/appreciation, and womencentered networks of influence and cross-generational communication. Contemporary literature
and theory involving sustainability also emphasizes the environmental significance of
biodiversity of plant life, animal species and knowledge that supports localization of diverse
agriculture and food systems (Shiva, 2020). Biodiversity also is regarded as integral to creating
economies of care (Shiva, 2020). This project recognizes the significance of biodiversity and
treats it as key aspect of sustainability. As a result, biodiversity is treated as a subcategory of
production/cultivation and seasonality. In finalizing the themes, I also used Owen’s (1984)
criteria of repetition, recurrence, and forcefulness to note the repeated semantic meanings and
added emphasis or silence that my participants may have expressed. I also note the
sustainability-focused communicative practices frequently expressed by the study participants,
and as such, were integral to their way of framing/articulating their understandings of and
engagement with sustainable living. Mitra (2017) emphasized the critical nature of
communicative practices in the context of sustainability as, “crucial for most kinds of organized,
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goal-centered activity” (Mitra, 2017, p. 106; see also Kuhn & Jackson, 2008; Whittle et al.,
2010).
This discourse-analytic process allowed the me to compare themes that emerged from the
girls’ narratives, placing their voices at the center of this analysis. This way of analyzing the data
collected segues into the Culture-Centered Approach (CCA) and Black Feminist Thought (BFT)
perspectives. When brought together, these provide a revelatory lens for this study which if
fundamentally qualitative research that intends to gain a deeper understanding of Black girls’
motivation and participation within sustainability paradigms. Hill Collins’s (2000) BFT provides
a means by which readers might be equipped to recognize the many ways that Black girls
articulate their experience with sustainable living. CCA (Pal & Dutta, 2013) guided this
ethnography of Black girls’ lives, knowledge and experience with sustainable living and its
practices. The PI’s research and interaction with participants within each homeplace led to and
co-exists with (auto)ethnography.
The approach to study was two-tiered. Beginning with d/Discourse analyses of text, this
project looked at popular green advertising as an aspect of green discourse that also relies
heavily upon images to communicate ideas around sustainability. The content was examined and
interpreted to gather a sense of the ways in which advertising frames the public discourse and
generally accepted image of sustainable living. In this way the talk, interaction, and written or
mediated words could be analyzed for how they shape and are shaped by cultural formations, or
macro Discourses. Next, this project explored through interview, and placed within historical
context, the ways in which African American girls, acting out of cultivated agency, and in some
cases having limited economic means, articulate and perform sustainability inside the homeplace
and in their home communities. Here, too, d/Discourse analysis provided insight into the micro,
meso (community), and macro (societal) understandings and political-economic-cultural
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structures. Simultaneously, (auto)ethnography allowed for an expression of the researcher’s
narrative experience with sustainability over time. My story served as a backdrop,
contextualizing tool, and sensitizing frame to impart greater understanding of the everyday lives
of the participating youth. My story also was generative and interacted with data.

The Homeplace
Believing that they had heard it all before, family members made custom of sucking their
teeth, averting their eyes or otherwise becoming suddenly quite busy at something, anything,
whenever she began to talk about the cherished rose bush she carried with her whenever she and
grandfather uprooted with plans to resettle someplace "better." Better, she said, always meant
“better schools,” “more opportunity,” “more green grass,” “more community,” more like the
home they came from, but without the lack. I often wondered out loud, “How could they not want
to know these things?”
For grandmother, moving was always a process of becoming. She once told me that the life
of a mixed-race child in 1930s America was akin to having no life at all. “I was too light to be
colored and too dark to be white,” she said. Absent the feeling and treatment of belonging to any
community beyond that which included her parents, sisters, and brothers, she said her world
often felt small and confined to a few miles of dirt road. What she described was a liminal space
(Turner, 1967), a threshold place between something and nothing, a realm of pure possibility.
But liminal individuals have nothing: no status, insignia, rank, position, or kinship,
nothing to demarcate them structurally. Hers was an existence somewhere between black and
white, which for the period, meant living nowhere particular. That was, until she met and
married my grandfather, an arrangement that she says, “made her decidedly Black.” Because
his skin was browner than her own, he identity could be solidly anchored to his.
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This identity was a grand thing in my grandmother’s eyes. Despite the trouble with race, her
new assignment meant that she was less likely to be viewed as an outsider—a quadroon—by the
communities she tried to call home. Through marriage she had become, thus was equipped, to
belong. Equipped to belong. That there is such a thing as being “equipped to belong” is an
urgent reminder that belonging is conditional. It is conditioned upon one being able to articulate
her value, and then having that value be recognized. Ironically, the mother who thought she
needed a “home,” found one, and in so doing, became particularly adept at making more
homeplaces out of just about any space or circumstance. Hers was quite a contribution.

Culture Centered Black Feminist Auto/Ethnography
In addition to providing a space for Black girls’ voices and acts of sustainability to be heard
and visualized, I also wanted to contribute to the body of knowledge by demonstrating the
efficacy of a Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/ethnography. Specifically, I was concerned
with demonstrating the ways in which this intersectional approach can be useful in developing
insights that are also historically situated, aid in formulating praxis, legitimizing participation,
and highlighting agency in the age of sustainability. By developing a Culture-Centered Black
Feminist Auto/ethnography, I bring my own experiences and feelings as well as those of my
grandmother and countless other women and girls to this project on sustainability. Thus, this
dissertation is about the four Black girls whom I interviewed and carry in my heart but also about
all those other women and girls in relation to being and the subject matter I explore. I start with
how an overlay of Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/Ethnography draws from Black
Feminist Thought and Culture-Centered Approach to add to the interpretive and critique inherent
in my umbrella d/Discursive methodological lens.
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To discuss Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto/Ethnography, I need to describe its
methodological foundations as the basis for my dissertation. The overall focus of this project,
and its approach, is culture centered. A Culture-Centered Approach (CCA) is a perspective from
the intersections of structure, agency, and culture that is designed to uncover the marginalization
of underserved populations (Dutta, 2007). In studies such as this one involving youth, CCA has
significant methodological value as a dialogic process that emphasizes the situated experience of
social actors within local contexts (Pal & Dutta, 2013). The homeplaces or sites of belonging for
each participant are included in this research in order to examine their situated experiences in
those places of significance. CCA allows for the participants’ experience to be situated against a
backdrop of the researcher’s narrative journey, negotiating relationships, and helping interested
readers to understand the nature and relevance of historicized, local knowledge (Pal & Dutta,
2013). The specific type of CCA, informed by Black Feminist Thought (BFT), provides the lens
that renders Black girls’ actions intelligible, allowing the participating girls’ voice to be heard in
their own words and through my readings of their (and my own) lives. Auto/ethnography
allows the reader to learn something of my own experience alongside that of the participants,
whose voices are placed at center and situated in context. Culture-Centered Black Feminist
Auto/ethnography is introduced here as a revelatory tool for use in future interventions, where
shining a light onto seemingly quiet systems of oppression, can contribute to the common good.
The next passages briefly revisit Black Feminist Thought (BFT, Hill Collins, 2000) and
Culture-Centered Approaches (CCA, Dutta, 2007) discussed earlier in order to pull forward key
aspects into the methodology for this project, including their relevant characteristics and intrinsic
values. BFT and CCA are combined with (auto)ethnography to provide a reasoned explanation
for their unique application in this research and resulting dissertation.
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First, Black Feminist Thought (BFT) provides a means of rearticulating Black girls’
experiences, including those with sustainability, in their socio-historical-political and economic
positionings. BFT also is the kind of interpretive tool that allows for creativity in research
involving youth. Following current research trends involving youth, theorists have engaged them
around aspects of their lives in unique and creative ways. Jorgenson and Sullivan (2010)
incorporated photography, then utilized the photos taken by children to jointly explore the
subjective meanings of images. Brown (2009) employed contemporary song and dance to
encourage vocal expression among youth participants. Creative approaches to research with
youth are expanding the range of communicative possibilities around contemporary issues and
has positive implications for expanding the intellectual work of women scholars.
In particular, I have often thought of the visual culture of green and the
visibility/invisibility paradox in terms of art. Studying the dichotomies/contrasts that present
themselves in our shared socio-cultural world, is not altogether unlike viewers’ way of reading
artistic use of presence and absence in installations, colorful adornment and austerity in paintings
and illustrations, light and shadow in photographs, where each in balance to the other reads as
rich with meaning. I see much of the work of academic scholars as art that combines theory with
praxis to present consumers of that knowledge with a frame for living— an illustration of sorts.
For the researcher, distinguishing between the seen and unseen has much to do with the
distinction between figure and background. In a metal base relief, the content and detail is
pressed or hammered into metal to appear raised from a flat surface, then textured and colored.
The background is recessed, and in some ways invisible, except that it continues to function
meaningfully as part of a co-dependent arrangement in which the background makes the forward
image visible. Ultimately, it is juxtaposition that enables viewers to recognize and focus upon the
figure the artist intends.

103

In another example that brings these ideas deeper into the realm of environmental
concerns, colonial explorers identified lands they came upon as discoveries. Often despite the
presence of inhabitants--people, economies, structure--these lands were treated as largely
uninhabited spaces to be occupied. With land and resources visually foregrounded, people
framed the background, unrecognizable as citizens of the geographic territory or even sovereign
in the lands to which they contributed, cultivated and called “home,” “nyumbani” (Swahili),
“tahanan” (Filipino), and “hale” (Hawaiian), for example. Like the base relief, this scene
suggests that what is seen is determined by something more than the eyes, but also by
socialization.
Zerubeval (2002) maintained that a “sociology of attention” is responsible for our
collective sense of relevance and concern. Through “optical socialization” people are
conditioned to give attention to matters of relevance and to express that attention by doing things
like looking at faces when we see one another. Zerubeval pointed out that we see things both
individually and jointly as part of a collective. “Optical socialization” sustains a normative
organization of attending and ignoring, with ignoring being as active and deliberate as attending
(Leschziner, 2007, p. 204; McDonnell, 2014; Zerubavel, 2002). As mentioned in the previous
examples, we experience this organization in art which imitates life, and vice versa, in our
everyday lives. Sociologists have begun to appreciate what is not seen, not done, not spoken of,
as at least as sociologically informative as overt actions (Zerubavel, 2002, p. 24-25). Calling
attention to those areas of social life that traditionally have been overlooked is an important goal
of scholarly research. The Culture Centered Approach (CCA) logic provides a tool for
recognizing that which is potentially unseen yet, holds great cultural significance nonetheless.
Similarly, African American women encounter a distinct set of social practices at home
in the United States that accompany their particular history, negotiating intersecting oppressions

104

that are informed by race, class, gender, sexuality, religion and citizenship status, and that give
shape and form to particular forms of inequality (Hill Collins, 2000). As a result, the lives of
African American girls often are marked by attempts to overcome, even as the rhetoric of color
blindness often renders them, and their meaningful work, invisible (Hill Collins, 2000). One’s
work or contribution is a means by which her citizenship can be defined (Bennet et al., 2005).
This research expands the conversation around Black girls’ engagement with sustainability as a
national concern, by offering a historicized perspective of their evolving articulation and attitude
toward sustainability and its application over time, as well as the implications of participation
within sustainability paradigms for recognized citizenship.
The next section looks at how CCA contributes to this project by situating the
conversation about girlhood and sustainability within Brown and Black diasporic discussions
overall, and “within the context of common challenges experienced transnationally” (Hill
Collins, 2000). Because environmental conditions ultimately operate across national boundaries,
this work sees ecological sustainability as a global concern and as one whose conditions
historically have disproportionately affected girls. In applying CCA, this project aims to do more
than draw comparisons, but to extend the definition of “subaltern” to create a space from which
the varying conditions of subalternity can be recognized in different cultural and economic
settings.
It is also important to note that CCA allows for analysis of systems of power under
conditions of subalternity. I am applying CCA as a tool for analyzing the conditions of local
(U.S.) marginalization and disrupting the discourse of inherent cultural poverty and “strength”
that conceals practicable exemplars for sustainable living from view. By privileging the voices of
Black girls, that is, giving careful attention to their stories which are the unique “narrative lens
through which their lived experiences and values are communicated” (Bochner, 2014, p. 14),
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CCA has proven useful in producing a nuanced understanding of the discursive relationship
between power, identity, and citizenship within sustainable living. Whereas BFT acknowledges
that Black girls have a standpoint on sustainability, CCA emphasizes the lives and positionality
of disenfranchised communities that exist along the peripheries of dominant systems, both with
the goal of disrupting marginalization of the underserved (Dutta, 2011). This work has placed
BFT and CCA in conversation with one another, with (auto)ethnography serving as an additional
interpretive tool, bridging key aspects of BFT with CCA. The result is Culture-Centered Black
Feminist Auto/Ethnography.
In this project, auto/ethnographic entries allow for the emergence of a particular kind of
co-constructed narrative. In this case the relational partners, meaning the PI and the study
participants, have each shared significant epiphanic events and moments in their lives. The
researcher’s story provides a backdrop and contextualizing tool for understanding the study
overall. In this way, readers have an accounting of the researcher’s experience with and within
the research community. Their stories can be read adjacent to one another with each breathing
depth and context into the other. More than reflexivity, (auto)ethnography involves “turning the
ethnographic eye inward on the self (auto), while maintaining the outward gaze of ethnography,
looking at the larger context wherein self-experiences occur” (Boylorn & Orbe, 2015, p. 17;
Denzin, 1997, p. 227). Rife with agility, (auto)ethnography frees the researcher to get involved,
to share and be informed in an intimate way, giving an account of the self or the personal within
the research experience.
The aforementioned attributes are suitable for a project such as this, which demands that
I, the researcher who has much in common with the population in study, surrender any notion of
neutrality. Here I shift from PI to co-author and contributor. My knowledge, history and lived
experience with sustainable living make neutrality impossible. Therefore, connecting to the study
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participants’ experiences with sustainable living through auto/ethnography, serves personal,
political, cultural, and scholarly purposes and does so in several important ways. First,
autoethnography responds to the political imperative to produce critical social theory that
interrogates our way of thinking about sustainable living and global citizenship. Second,
autoethnography can be useful as a tool for historic contextualization of new information and
new perspectives on how sustainability can be constituted, through the types of performances
and ways of articulating Black girls’ sustainable living practices which are not unlike my own. In
a critical sense, autoethnography “makes sense of how identity, culture and relationships are
interconnected” (Boylorn & Orbe, 2015, p. 23). This sensemaking allows for both personal and
cultural critique, while it attempts to achieve cultural understanding through analysis and
interpretation (Boylorn & Orbe, 2015).
Moreover, auto/ethnography affords an opportunity to articulate my journey as researcher
who is at once an insider and an outsider, connecting to each respondent’s story ethically,
through the shared experience of girlhood, and bridging those with others who will read and
experience our worlds, past and present, in our words13. Auto/ethnography asks readers to hear
the voice of the researcher but also, and equally important, to respond by locating themselves in
the writing, in much the way that the researcher locates herself within the research, bringing a
tertiary component into the robust circular arrangement. Finally, auto/ethnography also responds
to/complements/interacts with the participants’ inputs by situating my/the researcher’s
experiences alongside theirs, then linking the resulting co-constructed narratives historically to
the lives and teachings that are characteristic of Southern Black women’s culture. In a sense, we

13

This dissertation is guided in part by an attention to, an approach to research and writing that
uses autoethnography that stresses and underscores a commitment to care for the others whom
auto/ethnographers represent in our stories. For a detailed investigation of relational ethics, see
Ellis (2007).
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are all speaking. This is responsiveness, and I think it is more than a circle, but a sphere with
scope and breadth.
Responsiveness is characteristic of many qualitative research traditions (Denzin, 2011, p.
32). Typically, this arrangement involves a form of reciprocation or exchange between
researcher and research participant, and the exchange generates the information or study data
being sought. In sharp contrast to research designs that externalize the researcher, responsive
research places the researcher as self, as I who acts, midst the research process (Denzin, 2011;
Wax 1971; Wolcott, 1994, 2002) where the relationship between researcher and participant looks
and sounds like everyday human interaction. This is the primary reason for conducting a more
conversational style of intimate interviews with the girls who participated in this study. Intimate
interviews allowing participants to speak for themselves, placing their voices, frowns, and
giggles, too, at center. Again, the auto/ethnographic entries are submitted as contextualizing
tools, where offering an account of history or a second example demonstrating a concept, can be
helpful and makes sense.

On Vulnerability
While incorporating (auto)ethnography into this project has been useful in framing and
contextualizing the participants’ narratives by situating their words and experiences alongside
mine, doing so exposed some of my own vulnerabilities. It bears noting that I am not as
comfortable with that vulnerability as I am with its necessity. As insider-outsider, I feel the
weightiness of my dual responsibilities to open up a space of fundamental value for Black girls’
voices within sustainability, while breaking with certain mores with regard to exposing our lives
and the subtleties of culturally specific communication to validate that space. I stop short of
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characterizing these responsibilities as “competing” because ultimately, they function
complimentarily.
There is also great risk in suggesting that my experience with sustainability might have
value beyond expanding the scope or context within which the participants’ views are
interpreted. There is a certain vulnerability even in sharing our dialogue with a more expansive
public (hooks, 1991, p. 4). Further, we are often afraid to talk about ourselves as spectators
because we have been abused by the gaze (Hall, 1990). There is the danger of speaking about
events in historic context, when and where terms that have since entered the contemporary
English lexicon did not exist. I am not a representative of all people of color, and our experiences
across time have been as diverse as the many shades of beings who make up the totality of the
diaspora. I am one voice, alongside many. I struggle to see how I can be anything more than
connected as I am; deeply and emotionally to people in general and to the broader subject of
sustainability that impacts us all:

… you have to respect vulnerability. Vulnerability is honesty. It’s truth. So, I’m
not going to avoid being vulnerable. It’s disingenuous. Why would I write about
other people and other things and not include myself? That seems unfair. It’s like
I’m gazing over the fence and into somebody else’s yard–and heart–and not doing
the self-observation that I need to do (Poet, Nicki Finney, 2012).
Memoirist Patricia Hampl once said, “Give me your story. I get mine” (Rowman &
Littlefield, 2008, p. 36). Believing this to be true, it is important to make the reasons for my
interest in this work clear. I am not altogether unlike the four little girls who voluntarily
participated in this study. I am a woman of color, though of a certain age, and I am concerned
with protecting Earth’s natural environment and its resources, but those concerns did not
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originate with me. They were inherited from my foremothers, women who saw inexhaustibility
as a farce, and the way to sustainability, long-term survival, was strategic daily practice. The
notion of inexhaustibility was/is a thief of the future.
Equally important, however, the knowledge that results of this investigation will be
relevant to the field of environmental communication, to local and global sustainability efforts,
and certainly to our evolving understandings of the ways in which justice, citizenship, global
citizenship and “sustainability” are constituted. Everyday living can function in concert with
efforts to protect and preserve our natural ecosystems. We simply need adequate examples to
follow. Ecologically speaking, we must learn from the seed.
In summary, these combined approaches, BFT, CCA, and (Auto)ethnography are
instrumental in foregrounding the particularized experiences of Black girls with and within
sustainable living culture and does so in their own words. Indeed, creating new knowledge calls
for an accounting of the marginalized groups’ standpoint, inextricable from the contextualizing
factors that give shape, form and life to that knowledge (Banerjee, 2002; Dutta & Pal, 2013). In
creating that new knowledge, I expose my own vulnerabilities and question whether and how I,
like my grandmother many years ago, am equipped to belong in the homeplace.
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INTERLUDE
CONNECTIONS ACROSS TIME

I believe it was in an interview about her new book, Black Nature (2009), that poet
Camille Dungy spoke of something so telling of my youth, that it resonates today as an omen—
the idea of cultivating connections between people and nature. “So many things were about
sustenance,” she said. “If we look at history and say, well, black people can only write about the
natural world… you forget that other component … hope and the potential for a real connection
and collaboration.” My own connections to nature were cultivated “down south,” in North
Carolina, which is not as far south as other decidedly Southern states in the 48 contiguous, but
its political and cultural position is strictly Southern. In my own family, we also called it “the
country,” meaning “rural” or “root” as the word changes depending who is asked, but here I
insist on my own version of cultural accuracy. Even those who haven’t visited can relate to the
relative positioning of “the country” as fluid and moving along with one’s notion of the rooted
homeplace, that is, the place of one’s primary familial influence, of history, and the site often
returned to through memory if not in body. As for me and mine, if it’s marked by lanky pines, big
old houses leaning into the landscape, paint all crunchy and peeling, a drive-in theatre, one
general store, one ice cream/pizza parlor, church and not much more—that’s probably the
country. If you can see it, then you can probably hear it, too. The sound of small-town labor is
raw rhythm. Laced with slowly grinding equipment, aged and sure, the movement of processdriven production marches, with each beat marking the passing of time. This is factory work
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in the North Carolina countryside, pressing and jutting into the silence of the surrounding
beautifully underdeveloped, country. Lush green with pine trees reaching up from red clay dirt,
orange hot sun stretched out across uninterrupted cornflower blue sky.
Daily life thrived in my part of “the country” midst creeping environmental
circumstances, and strange and unexpected health concerns for some of its residents. Many of
the people closest to me, some mentioned throughout these reflections, have passed away. Softly,
but surely Aunt Ella, Uncle Ora, great-grandmother Mary, a host of grand uncles and aunties
most of whom lived their entire lives in the same Southern town, have all transitioned. Their
children are my cousins, the ones I’ve written about here, who now have children of their own. If
you know anything at all about southerners, family, even extended family, all matter and cousins
who are close in age are the next best thing to sisters and brothers. For a child who has no
siblings, a cousin is a gift! My family is huge. We talk regularly, and while the bunch of us
certainly recall fondly our experiences during summers on our family’s Carolina farms, we also
call upon those past experiences for their present-day usefulness. In those spaces, we learned life
lessons in love, care and interconnectivity that at once sustained families and reflected important
principles of ecological sustainability that remain inextricably relevant in the world today. This
isn’t exactly about endurance or being strong, but in its own way, strength is relevant, too.
Certainly, one’s ability to endure has its function within understandings of sustainability, but so
do ideas like compassion and humanity. These are living words.
I remember sitting in a college classroom when a peer made an impassioned case for an
idea called “equivalent suffering” in which he aimed to codify and find equivalence of suffering
between ideas such as having limited access to bottled water types for individuals who are
accustomed to a particular water, and another necessarily drinking shitty water because one
typically has no water. In his example, both consumers were understood to be negatively
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impacted, and given the scope of their lived experience, the circumstances meant that both
experienced suffering equally. In another somewhat similar example, I contemplated the sadness
of moving from a beloved home to another house for want/need of more space, larger closets,
and double ovens, juxtaposed with its potential equivalent: resettling in a new town after a
business owner chose your community as a toxic waste disposal site. Workers were ordered to
pour out the toxic byproducts of industry along the roadsides throughout your community, along
the roads you walked to school, in the waterways where you learned to fish, and adjacent yards
where children played. When people began to fall ill and die, you moved, too, far away from the
beautiful-to-you place that your family cultivated and called “home” for generations. You left
home because it was made unsafe to remain there. Home was tainted with the byproducts of
industry, poured out under the cover of night. Beneath the sky you loved, still dusty with stars. In
the example given, it was suggested that the suffering was equal because each required a level of
tolerance commensurate with individual experience. Perhaps there is a sad truth to this, but
more importantly, the example is a critically flawed equivocation, which is hardly an equivalent.
Yet, these are relevant examples of the ways in which one’s experience with culture can conflate
desire with necessity.
Still, there was a positive outcome that evening, which is to say that I now understand the
importance of nuance, and promptly attending to such terms as “equivalent” or “equal” that
find their way into intellectual discussions and interpretations of ideas around sustainability. I
want to attend to important ideas in meaningful ways that others can readily access. I want to
offer substance that feels like bread in the belly … but what can I say that will matter?
The strength of any word is its power to inspire imagery, and imagery to impart a deeper,
more visceral experience with the word. What would you or anyone think if instead of the words
of academe, I simply wrote:
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“Our mothers believed that the full moon marked growth and transition time, and
because of that we took turns sitting in the tall chair on the back porch where grandmother
trimmed our hair by moonlight. And yes, on a clear night under the full moon, sky unpolluted by
artificial lights, hair, hands and scissors are visible. When ours was done, her daughters
trimmed hers. ‘Clippin’ our ends’ ensured continual growth, long and thick, the way pulling
weeds allows roots to spread and seedlings to sprout tall and green. Pruning pushes forward
new blooms. After a lifetime following the process, Grandmother’s hair hung heavy with
chocolate curls, much longer and far finer than ours. Hers was the goal and the reason for
grooming, clipping and braiding our hair in tune with this natural rhythm of things—the monthly
alignment of Earth, sun and moon in cycle.”
What would be your takeaway? As for me, I now understand “clippin’ ends” by the full
moon as an embodied experience with the notion of human interconnectedness with nature at the
core of this valuable lesson. Between we girls who were soon to be women, our mothers, nature
and its lunar habit there was/is no separation. Honoring that connection, we reaped the rewards
of slow and steady growth. Am I reaching for something others cannot see? Perhaps the better
question might ask why or how I can conceive that this experience informs my knowledge,
actions or attitude toward sustainability? I can only say in that world where my mothers’ actions
were driven by time-honored systems, the teachings were ontological, but the rewards of
adhering to those teachings are today, tangible and core to my way of being in this world.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS

The chapters thus far have explained the theoretical framework for this project, provided
a review of relevant literature, and explained the methodology. This chapter, Chapter 4, begins
with providing detailed introductions to the four study participants. Introductions are followed by
responses to four research questions posed at the conclusion of Chapter 2. These questions are:

RQ1. How do Black girls embody and enact sustainable living?
RQ2: How do Black girls articulate sustainable living?
RQ3. How has Southern Black women’s culture informed girls’ participation within
sustainable living?
RQ4. How does environmental and human sustainability operate across the lifespans of
Southern Black girls and women?

To respond to RQ1, How do Black girls embody and enact sustainable living? I comment
and critique descriptive and visual presentations. In this way participants speak for themselves in
ways that are meaningful for them, and to present their embodied material realities.
Individual introductions to the four study participants provide visual and descriptive
details about their lived experiences with sustainable living and offer a sense of their lives and
developing perspectives on the world. A valuable communicative practice encountered during
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interviews with study participants – the girls telling something of their experience with
sustainability through expressive hand gestures – are also described and explained. Hand
gestures that communicate additional contextualizing information are captured in obscured
images that provide aesthetic merit even as they challenge the imagination and compliment a rich
retelling of the participants’ words by illustration.
Because Crystallization allows for examination of relational topics that emerge through
multiple lenses, in each set of responses, my first approach to analysis is Culture-Centered and
aligned with the primary tenets of Black Feminist Thought (BFT). Briefly, BFT is critical social
theory that connects experience and consciousness, suggesting that lived experience in situ
shapes the ways in which one thinks and navigates the world. From the tensions of linking
experiences, visual representations, and ideas, I provide insight into the girls’ understandings of
their particular cultural experiences with sustainability, power and control, inclusions and
exclusions, citizenship, and agency within the intersectional framework. Wherever possible, I
have supplemented the analysis with auto/ethnographic entries detailing my own experiences in
similar or related circumstances.
In my analysis, I call attention to visual elements that presented later, in response to RQ2,
as communicatively significant during interviews. These elements included project materials and
the participants’ apparent command of those materials, eye contact, head movements or posture,
and hand gestures—subtleties that meta-communicate feelings, thoughts, confidence, certainty or
the lack thereof. In any case, these are revelatory aspects of communication and are part of the
materialities of the study overall, but also the content and composition of its visual aspects.
Composition looks at the way elements of a single image are positioned in relation to one
another. Adapting composition to the interview setting meant that I could be more reflexive
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about my own presence as investigator/interviewer (and through autoethnography, participant),
but also account for the juxtaposition of study elements as integral to my investigation.
The study participants, working tools and interview surroundings, community, and time and
place within that community all have communicative value. Framing and composition are useful
in addressing the symbols and power relations that are evident in cultural performances of
sustainable living. Further, the mediated visual culture and imagery of sustainability could be
viewed in relation to the overarching themes and authentic lived experiences that emerged during
conversations with the study participants. I add here that I questioned content and interpretation,
noting that there are always multiple ways of reading and interpreting different kinds of texts. I
followed a similar process in critiquing the materialities of product marketing and advertising
that thematically highlights sustainable living, environment or ecology in its messaging. My
process began with noting the concrete details that my dissertation readers see, along with their
descriptions, then move into analyses. I begin with my settings for data collection, interaction,
and homeplaces for the girls who are the center of this dissertation.
Therefore, in answering RQ1, How do Black girls embody and enact sustainable living,
the first sections offer context that is co-constituted by our embodiment, as well as other
materialities including objects and place/space. In it, I begin with my own story, (a) “Putting-Up
Cans.” I then move into the gardens, girls themselves, and visuals of their work and upcycled
product creations. These sections are arranged to move from bigger picture ideas and
contextualization to the girls’ words and behaviors. The sections are labeled: (b) Site #1:
Community Garden and (c) Site #2: Community Center.
Next, I move into the details and representations of each girls’ lives, discussions of
sustainability, and products of our interactions. In this section, I begin with (d) hands as tools of
expression to explain my means of representing my data, then provide an autoethnographic
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episode that bridges hands and embodiment as a method with memories in (e) “With Our Hands,
We Tell Our Stories.” RQ1 closes with the girls themselves. With their hands, their projects, and
their stories, the girls re-collect memories and experiences with mothers and mentors who have
taught them something about sustainability. This last section is entitled (f) introduction to study
participants.

Putting-Up Cans
I helped Aunt Ella can tomatoes outdoors today. It was hard work, and kind of hot but,
kind of fun, too. She built a small fire under a huge black pot with wooden handles on each side.
She filled the pot half way with water then added a handful of salt and sugar with her fingers.
"Let it come up to a boil," she said. When it did, we must have poured in about 100 tomatoes
picked from Aunt Ella’s garden! Maybe more! Everybody says Aunt Ella has growin' hands
because everything she touches just grows and grows. Her tomatoes are the juiciest, red globes
I've ever seen. My best friend’s mom tried to make me eat the ones from the store. I hated them!
They had stuff inside that looked like pink ice and felt like wet sand on my tongue! Today, Aunt
Ella plucked one off a vine, cut it into three really thick chunks and put it on a plate with
sprinkles of salt and pepper.
I ate every bite with my fingers! A bunch of red juice ran down my arm, and that was kind
of irritating, but the tomato filled my stomach and quenched my thirst all at the same time! I
think I ate ten more while we canned the rest.
I learned that canning doesn't really use cans ... it's jars with shiny gold lids that come in
two parts -- a plate and a ring. You have to do this stuff just right or else the lids will pop off and
splatter tomatoes everywhere. I kind of wanted to see one explode! Aunt Ella says she cans
tomatoes in summer so the family can have tomatoes during winter when tomatoes aren't
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harvested. Then she told me that canning is a Harris family tradition she learned from her
grandmother! That would make her my great-great grandmother! Man! Aunt Ella said my Mom
and me kind of look like her and that that's where we both got our good looks and lovin' spirit.
They tell me it was love and spirit that guided my mom to bring me here, then travel back home
alone. When we were putting tops on jars, Aunt Ella said that every child born into our family
was someone special and that growing up and going off to discover the world on my own one
day would be the right thing to do, but that the world would not make me, me. She said I should
always remember that. I'm not sure yet what it means but I kind of feel like it means something
big and it's one of those things I'll get later, like when I'm grown up. Anyway, I'm writing down
what she said so I won't forget.”
That was me, or some version of myself, around 1988, as best I can remember. I have
been drawn--now and then--to revisiting these memories. For a long time, I was uncertain why I
looked back so often. What was I doing? Why re-live these things? At one time, I found it a
strange compulsion, and worried that reflecting so much might keep me from moving forward. I
mean, it’s one thing to revisit an old memory, and altogether another to sit, to see it in your
mind’s eye, to experience the sensations in your hands and to do so again and again. I once
dreamed that I was enjoying my great aunt’s unforgettable homemade chocolate cake. The
recollection was so vivid that I awoke to find myself just about to lick my pinky finger! I laughed
aloud at myself right there in bed, but also decided to purchase a tin can of Hershey’s cocoa
powder to make a cake of my own … using her recipe, of course.
Only now have I begun to see the organic connections among these pieces of my past and
present that have been strewn across time. These pieces of my past always teach important
lessons about sustenance, about sustaining and futurity. The story of my engagement with nature
and things homemade is not so different from that of girls from similar backgrounds in that it has
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developed over time. As a student, the experiences and notions I’ve lived with and written about
began to cure into another kind of consciousness that fuels the writing of this dissertation today,
but has always caused me to act in certain, engrained ways. Canning taught me to avoid
depleting my resources--whether they be economic or otherwise--and to always, always save
some for later. That’s ecological consciousness and futurity rolled into one. The lesson is not
about saving for a “rainy day,” as the euphemism goes, but more so that saving is preparation
that paves the way to another day.

Site #1: Community Garden
A meaningful aspect of girls’ understandings of sustainable living is reflected in their
engagements with the surrounding natural environs. A conversation with each participant took
place in the community garden, a homeplace for my participants, where ideas about production,
consumption, conservation and futurity can be expressed freely. During our conversations in and
around the space, the girls spent time gardening, from inspecting plants and plucking small ripe
vegetables, to telling stories and planting seeds. We also walked, talked, and sat together.
In the garden, matters of sustenance and self-sufficiency are taught and reinforced under
the tutelage of the community’s nature-wise women and others who, like the girls, frequent the
garden for peace-of-mind, closeness to nature, food, friendship, and education. Ross Leadbetter
and Way (2002) referred to such women and their roles within community and the lives of girls
as “mothers and significant other-mothers.” My research notes that these women perform
essential roles within networks of influence for girls, serving as conduits, models and layhistorians representing the customs and conventions of Southern Black women’s culture. Youth
benefit from extended exposure to these women in many different homeplaces including the
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garden setting. Accordingly, the garden is regarded as a site of significance for my participants
thus meaningful as an interview site as well.

Figure 1. Lessons from mothers and other mothers: Closeness to the process of gardening and the
women who guide them in their exploration, encourages embodied appreciation for food
production, responsible consumption, and waste reduction through the process of doing. The
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opportunity to taste vegetables grown in the garden is an experience with flavor, color, texture,
weight and seeding, all of which are markers of soil quality, plant health, and nutrient density
achieved through careful attention to cultivation processes. I asked the girls if they would show
off the garden fare in a picture and they said, “yes.”

Figure 2. Pick of the day: A variety of seasonal peppers, picked while crisp in bright gold, green
and red.

Figure 3. Vegetable medley: A bounty of flavor from the community garden. Some of these
baskets go home with the gardeners while others are donated to people in need. During the
warmer months, youth who frequent the garden may host a sale of baskets of seasonal vegetables
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or strawberries they have grown. The lessons imparted through the process teach care, sharing
through bartering, entrepreneurship all while supplementing community health and wellbeing
and contributing to maintaining local biodiversity.

Figure 4. Peeking through: Inside the community garden, a strawberry grows.

Site #2: Community Center
I arrived at each interview inside the community center with a repurposed grocery satchel
filled with a hodgepodge of art supplies and other whatnots — recycled jars, paints, brushes —
decorative things including sticky letters and peel-off shapes, and other items borrowed from
nature — a hefty tangle of creeping philodendron vines, sticks and wood chips, various rocks,
leaves and seeds. I considered these things “borrowed” in that they were castoffs that would be
used to create something new and different, but still useful. I discuss the contents in greater detail
in the next section. Notably however, this is upcycling, and although I did not attempt to label
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and define their work as such, I noted that each girl moved as an energetic and knowledgeable
participant in the process of making something useful from scratch.14
The images below contain examples of our mélange of creative supplies. My satchel of
random things changed somewhat with each interview but primarily contained such items as
salvaged sauce jars, markers and pencils, some of them in colors, a palette or two, a range of
paint colors, crusty brushes of various sizes, rubber bands, scissors, and peel-off letters. At one
point my satchel contained a recyclable cardboard egg carton which could have been upcycled
into a number of interesting things, but did not inspire interest, which I found noteworthy,
obviously.
A smock, perhaps two, were folded into the bag along with an apron from my own
kitchen to be sure the participants’ clothes were not dirtied during the exercises, but we used,
even dirtied our hands nonetheless. Believing it sensible to include items taken from nature, I
tossed in wood chips, rocks, sticks, plant vines, leaves, a few shells collected from a beach,
packaged seeds and flowers both real and artificial … tongue depressors and smaller popsicle
sticks. My choice of items, if they were choices at all, was not intended to force a focus on nature
projects but, to ensure preparedness with an adequate quantity of appropriate, inviting tools for
all my participants. That nature was and is often operational in my thinking could not be avoided
given my own predisposition and concern for the environment. I remained cognizant of my dual
commitment to allowing the girls to speak their knowledge and experience with sustainability,
but also to contributing to sustainability theory and the growing body of environmental research.
Having poster-board at the research site ensured my girls always had an adequate work

14

Merriam-webster.com defines “from scratch” as a colloquialism meaning creating without pre-prepared
ingredients or materials. Cambridge Dictionary suggests, “from the beginning, without using anything that already
exists” (dictionary.cambridge.org). McMillandictionary.com defines from scratch as being, “from a point where
nothing has been done, so that you have to do everything yourself.” Consequently, the term “from scratch” is
employed here in order to connote self-sufficiency.
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station--a place to focus their energies. It also provided a clean, flat surface that, in at least one
case, helped to frame the optics. Each girl selected the tool(s) she preferred to work with or that
inspired her creativity. They also decided what the finished product would look like, its name
and functionality, all of which demanded something of the imagination. I offered opinion only
when a participant struggled and then only enough to reassure her of my presence and
participation to the extent it was wanted or needed.
The creative decisions and the process of bringing the projects to fruition revealed much
about my girls’ creativity and imagination, but also their values, experience, ingenuity, and
orientation which complimented their spoken responses to inquiry. Jorgenson & Sullivan (2010)
and Hill (1997) affirmed the value of semi-structured activities in research involving children
and the commentary they evoke.

Task-based activities which engage children as active participants in the research process
are not only more fun for children than traditional methods, but they are also believed to
enhance the child’s ability to communicate his or her perspectives to the adult researcher
“at the point of data gathering.” (Hill, 1997, p. 180; in Jorgenson, 2010, p. 2).

In this study, each project functioned as an intervening object through which valuable
impressions could be conveyed. The respondents’ creative projects included a savings bank, a
“whatnot” jar, and a propagated houseplant arrangement, each of which communicated
additional knowledge of or appreciation for a sustainable living principle or set of principles.
Most notable among the articulated and demonstrated sustainability principles were
conservation, moderation, ecological preservation (EPA, 2018) and an orientation to life which I
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refer to as “futurity,” and understand as inextricable from its binary counterpart, “historicity”
which can be understood as operating across time and experience with generational influences.
Although all of the girls’ creative projects were not completed, it bears noting that
finishing the projects within the short course of the study became subordinate to the choices of
creative production themselves. The participants’ engagement with creative upcycling rounded
out a trifecta of evidence of ecological consciousness reflected in dialogue, imagery and action.
The incomplete dish belonged to Bo, the participant who also was a particularly enthusiastic
conversationalist. Across interviews one (1) and two (2), a lively discursive dynamic was easily
maintained. Although there was communicative value in seeing the finished product, pushing Bo
toward completion could not happen at the cost of hearing her speak otherwise. Her voice, along
with those of the other girls, was the primary source of the discursive data/evidence I sought to
observe, gather, and analyze.
The satchel became heavy with the type, quantity, and variety of supplies necessary that
would allow my participants a range of appealing creative options. The girls treated the
availability of creative implements as opportunities to engage in felicitous play. Having the range
of supplies was instrumental in encouraging the girls’ freedom to express themselves
comfortably, seemingly without embarrassment.
Below are images depicting of the collection of project supplies, which were bagged for
portability and provided to my study participants during their first and second interviews in the
established research sites, which were carefully selected homeplaces for the girls.
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Figure 5. Inspiration: Recycling random implements. A vibrant, and growing, collection of
crafting supplies consisting of such items as construction paper, jars, tubes, yarn, fabric, marbles,
rocks, glues, paints, and brushes in various sizes.
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Figure 6. Inspiration: Recycling random implements. Above, more items, including a distressed
section of philodendron, were added to my satchel.

128

Figure 7. Recycling jars: Crafting supplies from found items, gently used smocks and tools,
objects found in nature, other scraps and remnants of things used before.
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Figure 8. Some prefer neatness: Poster board and organized supplies created a clean, neat
working surface and a launchpad for ideas.
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Hands as Tools of Expression
Expressive hand gestures are particularly relevant in communication for their role in
supplementing messages, and imbuing words and moments with greater meaning. As expressive
tools, the hands can communicate eloquence and punctuate the explicit. During interviews, the
study participants’ hand gestures were noted as functional in discussion and became increasingly
important to meaning-making and analysis. All four girls gestured spontaneously and without
hesitation. Whether they were working on projects, plucking peppers from vines, or engaged in
“girl-talk,” I found myself drawn to the participants’ hands for clarity.
In this analysis, some attention is given to the communicative value in the respondents’
expressive hands. Hand gestures are instrumental in facilitating learning and information sharing
in a number of ways, including supplementing messages, clarifying the ambiguous or
punctuating the explicit. Gestures also can convey information that is different from that found in
children’s words (Goldin-Meadow, 2002, p. 1385), which warranted consideration for its impact
on my data. In either case, their way of speaking during interviews would reflect the language
models their learning community had provided for them up to that point (p. 1386).
Their models and experiences also may not resonate with my own as a girl, and certainly
not in every way. While the participants’ lived experiences with others would impact their way
of communicating, any gesture produced during talk would contain added information, offering
unique insights into my participants’ thoughts (Goldin-Meadow, 2002, p. 1397). To depict and
analyze, I questioned what was included and excluded throughout. Thus, I focused on how the
girls uniquely articulate sustainable living through visuals first (RQ1, Part 1) and later in their
interview themes (RQ1, Part 2).

131

I bring in my own auto/ethnographic understandings and memories to complement the
girls’ portrayals of themselves, their lives, and their interests as well as the production and
reproduction of sustainable living.

With Our Hands, We Tell Our Stories
As a matter of routine, or perhaps it was something more than that, my Gram would first
place things — a “whatnot” upon a shelf, a pillow, and sham at the head of a bed, a folded
sweater into a drawer – then gently, she would touch them again, as if the second touch affirmed
something that the first did not. Care? Existence? Maybe. But for sure hers was a gentle pat of
the hand or a gracing with the fingertips — an existential touch that was purposeful and rich
enough to imbue moments with greater meaning.
I love to share this fact of my grandmother’s life, thus mine, with others because it has
everything to do with the way I remember her, and it is the reason why touch has such value and
significance to me today.
Gram’s illness was not a surprise, not really. She had gradually become somewhat
melancholy and afraid. Granddad had transitioned not long before, and as so often happens
when one spouse pre-deceases another, Gram’s heart began to fail soon after. She was
hospitalized in the Fall of ’94.
I recall with arresting clarity, the moment when her doctor explained to our family that
her body functions were systematically failing. That her heart simply was not strong enough to
go on … and that she recommended my grandmother be taken off life support. I recall the
physician planting her face deeply into hands flushed pink and sobbing, for which she promptly
apologized before leaving the room.
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My grandmother’s nurse remained, and when the fingers on Gram’s right hand began to
twitch, she quickly offered that it was an involuntary flexing of the muscles. We accepted.
Then, moments later when water fell from the corners of Gram’s eyes down her checks,
the nurse moved over and using her hands wiped my grandmother’s face clean, adjusted the
large tube that cut into her mouth and gently touched her closed eyes. I wanted to do that. I
wanted to touch her and to neaten her pink nightgown in the way she always did for me when she
tucked me in at night. But someone else was always there to doing things. I couldn’t get a sense
of her from my safe place “out of the way” of more important others. I needed to touch her.
I left that day with so many questions. How can we be certain that she could not hear our
conversation? That what we saw was not a “release of water from her tear ducts,” as the nurse
had said, but crying? That the movement of her fingers was more than an involuntary twitch, but
a signal? “I am here.” The family was engulfed in pain, so much so that asking questions that
would counter their certainty in her eminent death seemed neither fair nor likely to produce
hope. I was young, inexperienced in their eyes and, trusting her physician, they had already
begun to grieve. So, they opened their hands and let go.
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Introduction to Study Participants
The section that follows introduces readers to the study participants under their chosen
pseudonym, including “Mira,” “Pink,” “Ocean” and “Bo,” ages 13-15. In at least two cases, the
girls changed their first selection of pseudonym. In at least one instance the participant changed
then returned to her original pseudonym. To assure identity protection for the young participants,
their chosen pseudonyms have been retained but are associated with a different girl. Images
accompanying each introduction have been edited, scaled, and obscured to various degrees also
for the protection of the participants. Each photographic treatment is unique in keeping with each
girl’s unique character. All the images in a given set correspond with one participant and reflect
a similar treatment.
Taken together, the introductions and images add layers of depth to the study overall by
representing aspects of each participant’s personhood in multiple ways. Each written
introduction to a participant is an attempt to formulate an image of her humanness by sharing
excerpts of conversation selected from interviews, moments where personalities spilled over,
actions spoke volumes about her understanding of things, and the language used imparted the
influence of social and familial factors in her world, norms and expectations. Concurrently, each
set of images is characterized by its own, unique artistic treatment that imparts the “idea” of
individual identity and independent movement through upcycling as a creative process. The
treatment sparks the imagination by suggesting the mood in each girl’s presence and the vital
nature of her being as an organizing principle for the expression of human integrality within
global sustainability culture. In this way the treatment encourages a refocusing on the
participant’s choices and words, enhanced by the imagery, as instruments for conveying her
conception of sustainability. My hope is that readers of this study come to find these girls
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endearing, and to appreciate the brilliance made evident by their discourses and materialities and
as reflected in their careful attention to listening, remembering, doing and sharing.
The meticulous hand in Figure 9 belongs to “Pink,” this participant’s chosen pseudonym.
“Pink” locates her inspiration in pastel colors of pink and blue. After selecting her pseudonym
and preferred working tools, she spread out pieces across two work stations, then plopped down
on the floor to practice with them before announcing what she would make from her selections.
“Oh, I know! A savings jar.” I interpret her choice as having a sense of conservation and futurity,
and enjoy bearing witness to her creativity, which is the means by which she orchestrates and
invests in that future – through careful preparation. Watching her hands at work, I note that
“Pink” executes her choices skillfully, with gentle precision, slow and steady. Her hands, like her
words, are unhurried. Because she does not rush, she presents as untroubled by the mindful pace
and process of waiting.
The concept of waiting until the appointed time for events to happen or fruit to ripen is
called “seasonality” which is integral to sustainable living. Seasonality emerged as a recurring
theme during analysis and is discussed further in Part 1 of the RQ1 findings. The beauty and
functionality of “Pink’s” finished product is material to her unique interpretation/articulation of
the virtues of sustainable living. Her artful rendering, which made use of a painted sauce jar, lid,
and random bits of things dubbed “art supplies” bore the color of sky and was embellished with a
single word, “Savings.” Her work demonstrates an understanding of seasonality, a sense of value
in futurity and the immediate need to prepare for that future with short- and long-term planning,
as well as responsible use of her resources through measured consumption.
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Figure 9. Upcycling: Creative projects get underway. Above: “Pink” is seated on the
floor with a mixture of old and new things. With poster-board as her working surface
and tools she initially selected from my satchel, contemplating what she could do with
them within the allotted time. “This one’s so cute,” she remarked quietly, gingerly
picking up a letter then replacing it in its spot. Her manner is unassuming and packed
with appreciation.
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Figure 10. Preparing for the future: A savings jar come to life. In a quiet workstation
away from the movement and buzz of the surroundings and other youth, “Pink” added
decorative features to the top of her project.
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Figure 11. Intentions: Tough choices have beautiful outcomes. In her noticeable
attention to detail and delicate way of holding her jar “Pink” expresses appreciation for
nature and its beauty. Her hands curve to reflect the roundness of the jar and the
contours of the tiny flowers she selected. Connectivity is expressed in her touch.
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Figure 12. Appreciation: The finished product inspired by nature and futurity. Here, a
floral lid. Its side is labeled “Savings.”
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Figure 13. Transport hazards: Functional despite bumps and nicks. Tiny scratches that
fleck the sky-blue paint do not overshadow the stated purpose of the project: Saving.
The choice is meaningful work that expresses the participant’s cognizance of futurity
through an experience with saving and preparation.
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Meet “Bo.”
With her speaking-hand up and head back, “Bo’s” way of relaying her experience
with sustainability was animated — vigorously punctuated by movement. Like a
conjuring, the image of “Bo’s” hand gestures invoked emotion and exceeded
supplementing her words to convey added confidence and willingness to communicate
the knowledge she embodied. In this way, her hands act as repositories of Southern
Black women’s history and culture.

Figure 14. Girl listen! Emulating wise women, “Bo” commands the moment, speaking
with cool confidence.
In the pair of images, one above and the other below, the hand “Bo” fans with tells the story
of women’s bone-deep influence in her life, as she emulates a wise-woman’s poise and
gesture, in complement to her own youthful voice. Southern women’s lived experiences,
imparted through family relationships, women-centered networks of influence, and

141

intergenerational communication, were noted to be instrumental in cultivating and
maintaining the principles of sustainable living among my participants. Such relationships
were noted to be a common thread across conversations/dialogue with study participants.
These influences are discussed further among key themes found in RQ1: Part 2.

Figure 15. Telling stories: Hands gestures bespeak generations. The hand “Bo” fans with tells the
story of women’s bone-deep influence in her life.
Here the hand and below, with her head tilted upward, Bo appears to draw inspiration.
There is an implied connection in holding the head to the sky before speaking as “Bo” does here.
Her gesture acknowledges the sky as distinct from the self, but also engages the vastness of the
landscape in her manner of speaking. Her gesture is a symbolic investment that provides insight
into her attitude toward nature and compliments her words which express her orientation toward
a sense of time, place, and space relevant to our conversation about the sustainability principles
of consumption and futurity.
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Figure 16. Dramatic gesture: Looking skyward for inspiration. “Bo” carefully recalls the time of
year when red cherry peppers appear in her grandmother’s backyard garden.
For anyone who has ever wondered what “knowing” looks like, let Bo’s expression stand as
an example. With eyes closed as she speaks and a finger pointing to the sky, Bo explains that if I
want to grow grapefruit, “like the ones on the trees in my grandma’s yard,” she said, I would not
need to buy an entire tree. All that is necessary according to Bo: “…just spit the seeds out and
put ’em in the ground. Don’t do too much. It will take a long while, but you’re gonna get
grapefruit like we did.”
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Figure 17. Pragmatism: With eyes closed, Bo expresses a characteristic certainty around
aspects of seasonality.

Figure 18. Beckoning: Inviting nature into everyday conversation. Bo consistently uses her
hands to grab and hold nature midst our outdoor conversation.
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Looking closely at the hand in the air juxtaposed with Bo’s closed eyes she appears to be
making a point. Together, her actions are quite expressive as hand gestures point to actual and
symbolic ways of knowing and depth of understanding. As in the image above, finger-pointing
implies certainty, with the eyes closed suggesting clarity and conviction. Her finger pointing
skyward one again suggests a point of reference around nature.

Next, meet Ocean.
“Ocean” moves with confidence and relative ease through the process of propagating new
plants from sections of philodendron vine. “Oh, yeah, I know how to do this,” she said. The
movement in her easy, confident hand reach punctuated her familiarity. We girls are no strangers
to working with our hands, I thought. We began the process of propagating a handful of smaller
plants from the larger ones wilting inside my satchel. Watching her work, I learned that Ocean
prefers silence when her hands are busy working. Her responses became exceptionally short,
choppy and muttered with little to no eye contact, it was apparent that she was focused on the
project and that my attempts to talk during the exercise were distracting. Conversation paused for
a short time – approximately 15 minutes. In this case specifically, the addition of a task might
have been judged a misstep, but the process and outcome of her project proved valuable
indicators of her work ethic and capacity for caring.
As Ocean doubled-down to finish the project, I helped her, and we moved mostly in
silence, exchanging brief smiles now and then. Slowly and gingerly, she separated the vines into
sections by cutting into the stems below each joint. She arranged a jar of 10-12 propagates that
eventually would extend their roots and grow into new plants.
“There it is. Done. Now, I can talk,” Ocean said.
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Within minutes her work was completed, finished from “rooter to tooter,” which is a descriptive
phrase connected to a value-laden notion of completion, and reminiscent of an aspect of my own
childhood experience with respected elders or other mothers to whom I have and will refer
frequently through this work.
Certainly, the fact that Ocean worked in such a way, with few words before finishing,
was as telling as any additional words in response to the interview questions I would have asked
at that time might have been. In my role as investigator, there was never a feeling of loss or
sacrifice on my part. Those moments, watching her hands at work, were rich. I was immediately
intrigued by her way of pressing forward, first completing what she perceived as her work, then
leaning into the moment of opportunity to talk. Her actions reminded me of a key principle that
informs a generally accepted notion relative to sustainability: waste little or nothing whenever
possible. For Ocean, it seemed that notion extended as much to time and effort as to resources,
and as such, was not so different from my own understandings, acquired at or near the same age.
Concurrently, while most of the themes I identified resulted of expressly articulated words
that were captured via thematic coding of their d/Discourses, some also were equally represented
in the participants’ actions and punctuated by the knowledge that was evident in the adeptness of
their hands at work, moving gingerly through their creative projects. These telling moments were
coded descriptively. The two coding schemes combined -- one vocal and the other visual –
revealed the potentially hidden nature of Ocean’s work which provides a reliable example of
cultivation, conservation and agency.
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Figure 19. Efficiency: “Now, I can talk.” Ocean’s completed project. “Now, I can talk.” Images
in this section work backwards as a metaphor for how easily she moves. I wish I could show the
speed of her hands as she worked with the familiar.
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Life in Her Hands.
With the tools available to her, Ocean prepared a broken, dry, and yellowing plant to
thrive again. Propagating effectively reintroduced this form of plant life into the local
biodiversity, creating the circumstances for this piece of nature to repopulate itself and do the
work of oxygenating the surrounding air. The comfort and familiarity with the life-saving
process demonstrated by the respondent represent production/cultivation and conservation of
natural resources, which are basic tenets of sustainable living.
During our conversation I inquired about the source of her knowledge and comfort with
plants. Ocean replied, “My mom and my grandma know a whole lot of stuff and they teach me
everything … my dad, too.” Even when my observations were focused on the images before me,
because I was also concerned with what things looked like as we conversed, my participants’
words and examples continually informed the theme of women-centered networks of influence.
As clarification, I began mentally coding as I interviewed. As a result, I was prepared to
recognize emerging themes early in the process. Essentially, I wanted to do everything at once:
be present, interview with sensitivity, ask thought-provoking questions, help with each girls’
creative project, maintain eye contact, and listen carefully, but most importantly, I did not want
to miss any occurrence or utterance that might impact my data. Because in qualitative research
the data are the words, every word mattered.
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Figure 20. Propagating plants: Nurturing life from a vine with ease.

Figure 21. Determining what is needed and what is not. Making decisions, we note that the rocks
will look pretty but, also that the jars are small and the roots of the plants will need space to grow
and stretch.
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Figure 22. Making choices: Things left behind. The rocks are taken out and water is added to one
jar with the cuttings together, giving them the best chance for survival.
Meet participant, “Mira.” Mira also animated her speech with vibrant hand gestures and
routinely punctuated their inputs with a confident smile. She displayed such a thriving joyful
disposition that it caused me to ponder whether “happiness” ought to be heralded as fundamental
to sustainability. Mira’s expressions of confidence and joy were principally grounded in the ways
of continuity. This became clear as she expressed concern for the usefulness of things, and with
saving things that matter. The keepsake jar is where she planned to keep special things “worth
holding onto” in her view. Saving items deemed useful comes under the thematic of
“preservation and conservation,” terms often used interchangeably in green discourse.
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However, preservation is concerned with protecting ecosystems whereas conservation promotes
responsible use of resources. One, preservation, is a function of production while the other
concerns consumption.

Figure 23. Girl-talk: Reusing everyday items. Seated together at a large table working on Mira’s
project, the one she calls “a whatnot jar.”

My conversations with Mira were marked by her matter-of-fact tone, spoken with a s
mile, her words already foreshadowing her preparedness to live sustainably as an aspect of her
family values. For Mira, little things have value. She collects, as one might gather seeds,
planning for their future usefulness. “I learned from my Mom not to waste things. It’s funny but,
even a bag with a hole in it, isn’t trash. It can probably hold something.” Working on her large
keepsake jar, Mira’s hands attended carefully and efficiently to detail. She selected a variety of
brushes with different tufts and widths to apply vibrant coordinating paint colors in stripes.
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The container in which she planned to store special things evolved into a vibrant, special piece. I
reasoned that she might make a gift of it to someone dear. Her mother, perhaps. The message of
care in her work was quite clear: what one cares about flourishes with touch, time, and attention.
My thoughts were confirmed when during conversations with “Mira” and other participants the
idea of cooperative caring, working together for good of self and others, was spoken to in
numerous ways and ultimately emerged as a relevant theme.

Figure 24. Cord or twine: Clothespins and clotheslines. “Mira” demonstrates use of imaginary
clothespins to hang wet clothing on an outside line to dry in lieu of an electric dryer. On average
energy efficient electric tumble dryers consume 1,800 to 3,000 watts of energy per load
(Energyusecalculator.com, 2021). On the high side of consumption, usage can reach 6,000 watts.
Comparatively, clotheslines consume zero (0). The U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Energy
Efficiency and Renewable Energy provides a tool for calculating energy consumption and
operating costs of everyday products, on the web at energy.gov.
The images above are characterized by an austere simplicity. They are largely free of
embellishment and explicit detail. Explicit detail is unnecessary in this instance. The images
represent ideas. Two sets of images are also void of color. These are presented with a chalk
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outline containing coal pencil shading and finished in a blushed sepia tone. The degree of
austerity does not render the art useless. Instead, the sparsity of sharp details awakens the
imagination to significant non-verbal cues, those visual aspects of communication that provide a
wealth of information, such as the knowing smile in the image above, or the artful movement of
confident hands.

“You have to do more showing than telling. Your readers can appreciate the experience
more that way.”
Caroline Ellis, Distinguished University Professor Emerita, Champion for
Autoethnography.
RQ1 provided careful descriptions and visuals that made the study participants real for
readers by bringing them to life in their embodied form and in situ. Here, I present findings for
RQ2, How to Black girls articulate sustainable living? This response data captures the myriad of
ways the girls verbalized their knowledge and lived experiences with sustainability.
I begin by identifying and then discussing ten key themes that emerged from a more
traditional thematic d/Discourse analysis of data derived during interviews conducted with the
four girls discussed in the Participants section of Chapter 3: Methodology (see Table 1). Details
about these findings and their relationships to the CCA and BFT approaches also are provided.
Layered with purpose, my approach assists readers in gathering a sense of the girls, first
as individual human beings in their embodied forms, then hearing the meaning in their words.
This approach allows for rich response to my second research question (RQ2), “How do Black
girls articulate sustainable living?” and does so in ways that do not erase them as individuals
embedded in and constituting their historical, cultural, political-economic, and geographical
experiences.
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As noted in Table 3, the ten themes that emerged during our conversations include:
(1) seasonality, (2) production/cultivation, (3) conservation/preservation/protection, (4)
reduction/reuse/recycling, (5) women-centered networks of influence, (6)
connection/appreciation, (7) ethic of cooperation, (8) continuity/futurity, (9) ecological
consciousness, and (10) cross-generational communication. Through these themes, we get a
glimpse of the girls’ routine, largely quotidian reported interactions as they engage with
sustainability through relational dynamics, learning and transference of principles.
Semi-structured, conversation-style interview questions, many formulated as open-ended,
afforded each participant discursive freedom. The participants’ language usage, word choice and
recollections of family interactions and other practices in and of themselves are revelatory about
the depth and pervasiveness of sustainability in their everyday lives.
The quotes within each column Table 3 are from the participants themselves, including,
Mira, Pink, Ocean, and Bo. The names are all pseudonyms. The italicized portions of Table 3 are
descriptions or immediate observations of the girls’ reactions and in-talk gestures that provide
contextualizing information. These portions are labeled “PI” to avoid confusing the
investigator’s notes with the participants’ words.

Table 3
Key Themes As Indicators of Communicative Practices
Emergent
Theme

Participant
“Mira”

Participant
“Pink”
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Participant
“Ocean”

Participant
“Bo”

Table 3 (Continued)
Seasonality

Production/
Cultivation

“On our way
here, coming
through the
neighborhood
we passed a
house that had
three rows of
clothes hanging
on clotheslines
outside. It’s less
modern but I
think that’s
okay. Outside,
you get that nice
breeze blowing
through them …
that nature smell.
It’s nice to have
the warm dryer
in the winter
time though.”

“I really enjoy
tangerines and
stuff so my
granddad he
used to have a
tangerine tree in
his backyard.
When the season
came around for
oranges, he
would have us
grandkids come
and pick a whole
bag to take
home.
Everybody got
some. And I
remember at a
point his was
dying and I
wanted to have
my own
tangerine tree.
So, every time I
ate an orange, I
would take out
my seeds and
you know, try to
just dig them in
the ground
where they
quickly to see if
something will
grow.”
“I like to visit
my (family’s)
house in the
country … they
plant things all
the time.”
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“Oh, I’ve had
them a lot! She
keeps those
(cherry peppers)
and some other
things growing
all the time …
they come up
every year
around this time
when the sun is
like, beaming,
like this!”
PI: She looks to
the sun and
punctuates her
statement with a
finger pointed
upward.

PI: On the topic
of propagating
plants …
“I know how
to do this …”

“I planted my
bell peppers and
green beans on a
plant tower …
and we plant
tomatoes, beets,
greens ...”

Table 3 (Continued)
Conservation/
Preservation/
Protection

“We were
writing speeches
about things that
we most believe
in…I really love
animals and my
topic was
protecting
(them) by
outlawing
hunting. We
were supposed to
persuade the
audience to
believe the same
things we do. I
have this one
friend in class
who kept
changing topics.
He finally chose
stopping
pollution over
whether Lebron
James is better
than Steph
Curry!”

“There are
alternatives to
using oil but, in
our society, we
just use it so
much you know,
to run things and
to make things
that it really
fuels the
efficiency we
experience.
Without it, life
for most people
would be
different.”

“We use so
many natural
resources every
day. Oil, trees,
we need them for
paper, but like
recycling … just
don’t waste our
natural
resources. We
need them.”

Reduction/
Re-use/
Recycling

“People throw
away a bunch of
things, they
think are trash
because they
maybe can’t be
used anymore,
but it could be
reused in another
way … other
than its main
use.”

“I know that it’s
(oil) basically
non-renewable
or it can renew
but over such a
long, long period
of time that
essentially as we
use it, it is not
being
replenished. “

“We carpool
with my cousins,
friends, other
kids and stuff
like that …
aunty, grandma
and grandad too.
We ride together
whenever we
can.”
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“Our tree got a
little like, sick
and it wasn’t
doing well for a
little while. We
had to cut off
part of it, but it’s
a good thing we
did cut off that
part because the
rest of the tree is
healthy again.
…Last time it
got a few plums
and this year we
have blooms.
You get these
really pretty
blossoms before
the fruit and
they’re nice this
year, so I hope
we get a big
bunch of plums
again! I’m
excited for that!
They’re so
good.”
“I walk like
every day. I
mostly walk with
my sister. We
walk to the store
and um …
(giggle) to our
plum tree. I
don’t mind
walking except
maybe when it’s
too hot.”

Table 3 (Continued)
WomenCentered
Networks of
Influence

“Two of my
teachers were
supposed to
move up to sixth
grade with us
but, instead they
were moved to
kindergarten.
Those were my
first two
favorites. Then,
my third fave is
my band teacher
this year and my
fourth favorite is
my second
period teacher …
all four are
ladies, yes.”

“I would say I
was pretty
young, maybe
like three, four
or five, you
know around
that time… like
from the
beginning, you
know, it's always
been something
my mom talked
to me about …
her own
experiences and
things she's seen
change over her
lifetime. So, it's
been with me for
a long time.”
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“My family
knows so much.
They like
teaching us, the
next generation.
My mommy and
my daddy teach
me everything.
Like, when I was
a little girl, and
they taught me
about morning
and night …
while one side of
the Earth has
daylight the
other has
moonlight, and
nature keeps it
going like that,
night and day.
That’s what they
taught me and
that’s what sticks
in my head.”

“Honestly, my
sister (name).
Like, low-key,
we are very
competitive, but
I started liking
nails because we
tried do our nails
better than each
other. But it’s
like everything
… she shows me
… really gets me
into different
things, like
documentaries.”

Table 3 (Continued)
Connectivity/
Appreciation

“Like those
bottle tops and
can rings that
wind up in
oceans. Fish and
turtles, birds and
small animals
think they’re
food and try to
eat them. Those
things get caught
in their throats,
their bellies,
around their
necks.”
PI: Mira, looks
down. She is
moved.
“Saturday is a
big day around
our house. We
start at a certain
time and there is
a certain time
that my mom
wants the work
to stop too
because it can
get pretty noisy.
We don’t want
to disturb our
neighbors.”

“Just being out
there (with
mom) …the hard
work and being
able to see the
results in the end
is something you
can’t really
forget … good
things comes to
mind, you know.
The bond we
create over good
food and eating
things that are
healthy for our
bodies and, you
know, living
long healthy
lives keeping
things like that
going but, I'd say
stopping things
like the impact
we have on
weather or
stopping the way
we treat some
animals
sometimes or
you know, things
like that.”
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“At school … I
was learning
about natural
resources and
DNA… that
taught me that
basically
everybody on the
planet is related
to each other but
in different
ways.”

PI: I watch as a
flying insect
buzzes near my
participant’s
ear. She reacts
with a squeal
and a wave in
the direction of
her shoulder. I
ask if she’s okay.
Bo: “Bugs! I
mean, I know we
need them, I just
can’t stand the
buzzing around
my ears! It
tickles and
makes me
itchy!”

Table 3 (Continued)
Ecological
consciousness/

“We have a
clothes dryer
but, we also have
these wooden
racks for drying
some things like
cotton and
polyester.
They’ll shrink in
the dryer so
they’re better on
the racks
anyway.

“I've always
been taught not
to be wasteful.
So, you know,
instead of using
paper plates, you
know, we use
actual porcelain
plates and, you
know, rewash
them so we're
not wasting trees
or if I print
something
accidentally
from the printer,
I'll use the other
side of the paper
to make sure I
don't just, you
know, throw
away a whole
perfect sheet of
paper!”
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“Waste? Waste
is like, using
something
halfway and then
throwing it out
… I used to
waste paper. I
used half a page
and ripped off
the other half.
Then my teacher
told me that we
get it (paper)
from trees.
People cut down
trees to make
paper and we
need trees for
oxygen! I
stopped doing it
ever since.”

“I like small
snacks. Like I
eat fruit and I
love salad with
cheese. (She
closes her eyes
and rocks a bit
holding her chin
up.) I don’t
really need a lot
of stuff, just like
little things that
taste good.

Table 3 (Continued)
Ethics/
Cooperation

“Usually
everyone in the
family puts their
clothes together
then we separate
them into piles –
colors, darks,
and whites –
then we wash
them together.
We all wash and
dry and fold at
the same time so
we can keep the
rotation going
until it’s all
done.”

“Wasteful
behavior …
really just starts
with the mindset.
It starts with
people, you
know,
understanding
the issues and
understanding
what's at stake.
If you're
mentally aware,
then you'll come
to make these
changes in your
life.”
“I’ve learned a
lot about the
exchange of
goods and how it
can be beneficial
… you know in
times of crisis or
just to bring
people together.”
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“If I know
something like,
the way the trees
help people have
air, if you know
something
important like
that, then you
have to share it.
It’s like, I help. I
like helping
people …
however I can.”

“My mom use to
assign chores to
me and my
sisters but now
we know what to
do. So, like this
week, I have the
kitchen and my
sisters have the
living room and
bathrooms. We
clean our own
rooms and wash
and put away the
dishes together.
We wash them
by hand, then sit
them in the
dishwasher racks
to dry, like,
naturally. We put
’em away later.
My mom has
always done it
that way because
it keeps the
electric bill
down. She’s the
one who pays it
and we don’t
really need it …
the dishes are
gonna dry
anyway.”

Table 3 (Continued)
Continuity/
Futurity

PI: “You chose
the jar. How do
you see this jar?
What is it?

“(Resources) are
finite sources,
you know,
eventually they
will run out and
“What will it be? we have to think
… a keepsake
about what we're
jar!
going to replace
I can keep
them with or if
special things
we even can
inside.”
replace a
resource with
something else,
you know. What
will happen
when we don't
have something
that we've
depended on for
so long?”
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“My grandma is
really good at
planting seeds.
She planted
cherry peppers!
Like they’re
spicy but sweet
… so good! And
she’s planted a
lot of things that
haven’t come up
yet.”

Table 3 (Continued)
Cross“I do a lot of
generational
chores (laughter)
communication … wash dishes,
clean the kitchen
and bathroom
downstairs, the
living room and
my room.
Mainly it’s
cleaning but, I
also do stuff to
help my mom
with my baby
sister. I created
an alphabet
project for my
mom so we can
help my little
sister prepare for
pre-school.”

“You know
stories are
passed down and
I think hearing
from her parents
and grandparents
experienced, you
know, she
(mother) can
hear about their
history and
compare it to
how things are
now and come
understand you
know, what's
necessary to
keep the good
things going and
stop the bad
things from
happening. I’d
say planting goes
way back. It’s
kind of a family
thing especially
on my mom’s
side … things
just get passed
down … I think
definitely it’s
been in the
family for a
couple
generations.”

“I plant stuff
with my
grandma
sometimes but
not all the time.
Like, I plan on
planting
something while
we’re visiting
this Sunday. I
like spending
time with my
grandma … she
tells me what’s
good and bad,
talks about
things going on
today. She tells
me to do the
right thing …”

Unique Connections Among Relational Sources of Sustainability
Important yet unexpected observations surfaced when conducting the thematic analysis of
sustainability talk and practices presented in Table 3. These observations afford insights into the
complex interconnections among the ideas as well as the relational sources of sustainability
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knowledge. They are presented first, as context, followed by an elaboration of the themes
captured in Table 3.
Women Centered Networks of Influence
Examining the themes in Table 1 as well as the interview context in which these quotes
were embedded, the girls expanded upon details and explanations about their relational and
physical contexts in ways not fully captured in the table.
First, the ideas and relationships discussed were about family members generally, with
women mentioned by all participants. Appreciation for fresh foods, climate change, and other
aspects of nature and the products of its systems also were mentioned. While women centered
networks of influence were readily identified in particular, overall meaning making was neither
necessarily nor exclusively the domain of women or women-centered networks of influence. In
fact, my girls were split over this matter, with half reporting that notable men, including fathers,
grandfathers and uncles, also were instrumental in modeling the principles of sustainability. That
is, in addition to respected women. In the example below, “Pink” explains how the behaviors
modeled by her uncle also have had lasting impacts in her life:
My auntie and uncle have a house in the country. I like to visit … They plant things all
the time. My uncle, when he speaks about his native American heritage, I think a lot of
the things he’s learned came from his mother too, and you know, things passed down
from generations.
“Pink” points to the significance of her uncle’s work which is cultivation; his heritage,
which is influenced by indigenous culture, and his knowledge, some of which may have been
taught by significant women who were active or knowledgeable in agriculture, but that
information is undetermined. This study did not seek to determine the source(s) of knowledge of
agrarian practices related to sustainability among males of any age or generation. More research
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is needed to understand this relational aspect of sustainability. Additional statements from the
participants support this notion.
“Ocean” also identified with a respected male, as she referred to both her mother and
father as examples or role models of sustainability:
My mommy and my daddy teach me everything. Like, when I was a little girl, they
taught me about (day) and night … I remember they used the word ‘revolve’ [she smiles].
While one side of the Earth has daylight the other has moonlight, and nature keeps it
going like that, night and day. That’s what they taught me and … sticks in my head.
“Ocean” referred to simple ecological teachings she received and the appreciation that has been
cultivated by her mother and father whose work together contribute to formulating a positive
attitude toward this important aspect of sustainability, its life supporting systems. Ocean
broadened the scope of potential sources of knowledge about sustainability, saying, “My family
knows so much. They like teaching us … the next generation.” Ocean’s statement suggests that a
reciprocal veneration for family and highlights the vital function of the relational aspects of
sustainability knowledge and teaching which is willingly shared. Her comment, “they like
teaching us,” suggested that at the time of the research interview, teaching was still actively
taking place for Ocean, her siblings or others who in her view, comprised “the next generation.”
Ocean’s statements also foreground the ways in which the girls’ discourses and themes
resulting from analysis often overlapped, meaning that the themes generally informed each other.
Ocean’s words above were indicative of the kind of interconnected circumstances that surfaced
repeatedly. Overlaps occurred where the participants’ ideas, particularly around ethics and value
systems, met with discursive action and (routine) practice in different thematic categories.
Similarly, a comment on “ecological consciousness” was found to also be a comment on
“cross-generational communication” as well as an expression of “connection and appreciation.”
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A comment on cooperative work might be couched in terms of “cultivation” or it might also be
expressed as a value cultivated within “women-centered networks of influence.” These overlaps
and connections held true across the girls’ discourse, regardless of family size, arrangement, or
composition.
Finally, 3 out of 4 girls expressed explicit knowledge and concern about climate change.
The same participants expressed specific references to sustainability principles and
environmental knowledge both of which were clearly articulated in the commonly accepted
terminology of sustainable living today. While this finding was not altogether unexpected, it
bears noting here because this study which is concerned with discourse, looked to determine and
document the ways in which the participants/girls articulated sustainability, given the scope of
possibilities. It also is possible that American girls who are Black have not been asked to share
their perspectives on sustainability because they have been presumed not to have ideas of this
nature, or that if they did, their perspectives would be unintelligible and of little added value.
Therefore, the participants’ use of standard or commonly accepted ecological terms in
articulating their knowledge of sustainability needs to be recognized and documented, in addition
to documenting those aspects of sustainability discourse that are culturally unique to their
communities, i.e., homes, family, schools, and the like.
The girls expressed sophisticated knowledge of climate change. For instance, “Pink”
submitted the following:
You know, they say that global warming will have a lot of impact during my time or
maybe my kids’ time or, you know, within the span of a hundred years and it really does
scare me because you know, it's something we've never experienced before, and we have
no real knowledge of. Well, we can make assumptions but there's not really any first-
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hand knowledge of what it would be like when temperatures rise. Our bodies can only
withstand so much so, you know, it's scary to think about.
“Pink” speaks plainly in the language of and about mainstream concerns about climate
change. Climate change is predicted to have significant and ongoing impacts on global
ecosystems, human health and energy (Brulle, 2010; Guggenheim, 2006; Huesemann, 2006;
Russill, 2008). Theorists concerned with the human response to global warming and climate
change advance an ethic of large-scale civic engagement, that must necessarily stem from
ecological consciousness, as Brulle (2010) posited, “A new social vision that engages citizens
and fosters the development of enlightened self-interest and awareness of long-term community
interests” (p. 98). That means an ethic of care also will be operational in formulating collective
efforts that assure a measure of protections for self and for others.
In “Pink’s” response she also acknowledges interconnectedness among human beings,
between human beings and nature, and human susceptibility to natural phenomena associated
with climate change. It is most telling however, that she regularly uses the pronoun “we” in
expressing her conception of the collective human condition in balance with forces of nature in
the face of the unknown and unpredictable aspects of climate change. Her conception of time or
futurity is expressed in her concern for the next generation or “my kids” and “within … a
hundred years.” The connections among these aspects – people, nature, time, and change – are
integral to concern for life in general and precursory to the vision that engages citizens in
resolution of common concerns.
Environmental communication relates awareness of climate change to good ecological
practices: “A central goal of the field of environmental communication is to discern and promote
good practices” (Meisner, 2021, p. 6), and in a prime example, good practices over fear. “Pink”
described the ultimate impacts of climate change as “scary.” Environmental communication
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theorists have critiqued the use of sensational language and tactics such as “fear appeals.”
Although such messages can be useful in cultivating a sense of urgency around climate change
(Brulle, 2010; O’Neil & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Swim et al., 2009), fear appeals are neither
preferable nor more powerful and lasting, than agency, understanding and empathy. Among the
study participants, the words used, upcycled art projects, and affect displays of awareness and
willingness contribute to an empowering discourse around sustainability that is not reliant upon
fear but the good practice of communication.
In another example, my participant “Bo” defined sustainability this way: “It’s basically
about the environment and how to keep it … and like, our natural resources.” She paused,
seemingly reflecting on her response and grimaced with frustration. “It’s like one of those things
that I know but I don’t know.” She wanted to expand on her definition, but in my estimation,
given the words she had already spoken and depth of her interview, she made her understanding
clear. At that point in the interview, I offered help and reassurance by way of questioning:
PI: Even if you feel that you are not stating what you believe is its full definition, do you
also feel in your heart that you know what sustainability is?
Bo: Yes! She smiled with relief.
PI: Do you think knowing -- the way you feel inside -- has any effect on your way of
doing things in your everyday life?
Bo: Yes, because I think about it every day. And at school, we have classes where we talk
about it. At home, I want to see all the documentaries about it because it’s so much to
learn. Things like the ocean, tornadoes and bigger storms. I want to know!
Understanding and appreciation for the vital nature of human impacts upon the world’s
ecosystems, the environmental change they are likely to produce and their linkage to
sustainability is apparent in Bo’s explanation, despite her own suggestion that she has not
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provided an adequate definition. Absent a clearly articulated and consistent definition that
theorizes the relevance of the particular values, attitudes, and communicative practices identified
here, Bo’s definition can be counted among the most telling. To her credit, she speaks
realistically to the conflicts of embracing sustainability in principle and practice. Some theorists
recognize that tensions are inherent in transitioning to new, sustainability-focused ways of living,
as competing definitions of sustainability continually circulate in the public sphere. In each girl’s
approach to answering the questions, she demonstrates knowledge, consciousness, and humility
around her awareness of environmental resources as well as the perceived belief in the need to
protect and to prepare for the world’s future. Further, on the topic of tensions, although this study
did not seek to identify those tensions experienced by the participants with regard to their
engagement with sustainable living or how they might express and resolve those tensions, my
pre-interview conversations with them revealed something of that experience in a most
unexpected way. Pink shared an essay with me that she had written for a class. Here, I provide
my recollection of those moments prior to our interview:
Pink shared an essay with me that she had written for her science class earlier in the
week. She appeared less interested in sharing the content of the paper and a whole lot
more interested in pointing out the grade she earned. I know this because she positioned
her forefinger in a way that pointed to a huge red “A” at the top of the page as she placed
the paper in my hand. I felt honored that Pink was so enthusiastic about sharing with me
in this way. I looked into the words on the page, as Pink went on to tell me about her day.
An unscheduled recap of a day at school can be a productive segue to scheduled
interview. The essay was entitled, “The Life of the Protist.” In it, she defined “protist” as
an organism that has been classified into kingdom “Protista” because it is believed that
the organism does not have enough characteristics in common with the other Kingdoms
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of living things. So, the protist is unique, but also an outlier. Her essay asked whether or
not the protist, protesting in favor of reclassification, could make a convincing argument?
The task is evidence-based. Because the protist struggles to proclaim its own existence
within a kingdom, it must be proven to belong. Ironically, the protist’s presumed lack of
commonality with other living things reflected a key aspect of the impetus for this
exploration of sustainable living consciousness, participation and citizenship, which also
happened to be expressed as matters of recognition and belonging. Like the protist,
American girls who are Black are tasked to see if there is an adequate amount of support
for them to be recognized or “reclassified” from indifferent or apathetic, which is a
marginalizing, to a new kingdom based on a new set of ideas, where they/we can be seen
as producers of sustainable living culture, a source of inspiration that others can emulate,
and as contributing citizens who articulate their belonging, participation and connectivity
with all living beings, in the way they speak and live every day.
“What are you, part genius?” I asked, to which she replied, “Yep!” pointing to the
“A” at the top of the page with her forefinger.

Themes Emerging from Conversation
This section provides an overview of responses given by the study participants during
interviews. The responses are categorized according to the key themes that emerged during data
analysis. At times, the themes organically intersect and even overlap in ways that reflect the
unique discursive dynamics and materialities of sustainability. In review, the emergent themes
included: (1) seasonality, (2) production/cultivation, (3) conservation/preservation/protection, (4)
reduction/reuse/recycling, (5) women-centered networks of influence, (6)
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connection/appreciation, (7) ecological consciousness, (8) ethics/cooperation, (9)
continuity/futurity, and (10) cross generational communication.

Seasonality
“Seasonality15” was most prominent among themes to emerge in dialogue with the
respondents. Seasonality has definitions that are regionally unique given differences in
ecological conditions and market demands on agriculture. This project dealt with seasonal trends
in agriculture generally and community gardening specifically in the Southeastern region of the
United States and its correlation to actions that support sustainable consumption and honor life’s
slow growing processes. Pink had this to say:
I really enjoy tangerines and stuff so my granddad he used to have a tangerine tree in
his backyard. When the season came around for oranges, he would have us grandkids
come and pick a whole bag to take home. Everybody got some.
She easily expressed her appreciation for citrus adding, “I really enjoy tangerines and stuff.”
Tangerines are native of southeastern Asia and the Philippines (Scora, 1975, p. 369). Because
historically they have been easily adapted and grown in the environment in which the study was
conducted, tangerines now have a long history as part of local biodiversity. Biodiversity is
supported when its producers and consumers make use of it in balance with reinvesting in its
preservation (Rands, et al., 2010). The process requires intangibles such as care and respect, but
also competency around seasonal systems. These aspects of the process are expressed in Pink’s
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“In the Anthropocene, which is the current distinct geological period during which human
activity is the dominant influence on climate and the environment” (Wilkins, 2020, p. 1)
“seasonality” aims to limit the amount of fossil fuel used to transport produce by discouraging
year-round demand, and opting instead for local, seasonal consumption. The import/export
arrangement also contributes to ozone depletion and toxic chemical run-off from highways onto
land and into waterways.
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comment: “When the season came around for oranges, he would have us grandkids come and
pick a whole bag to take home.” Here, she addresses seasonality directly, with the word,
“season,” then situates her anticipation around repetition and waiting for a designated time of the
year. Pink also alludes to sharing the tangerine harvest with family members, “us grandkids,”
noting that “everybody got some.” Citizenship encourages principled sharing and participation in
ensuring the common good. Her actions and attitude exemplify that of sustainable living
practitioners.
Additionally, Pink indicates receiving guidance from her grandfather, who demonstrates
by example, the process of cultivation and nurturance, growth and progression toward harvest
and sharing. In this case, Pink has the advantage of having a “granddad,” as one of the influential
eco-wise men in her life and an arbiter of sustainable living practices that she and the other
grandkids will learn to appreciate and possibly emulate. Certainly, emulation is already
underway, given Pink’s statement:
I remember at a point his (tree) was dying … I wanted to have my own tangerine tree …
every time I ate an orange, I would take out my seeds and you know, try to just dig them
into the ground quickly to see if something would grow.
Pink was inspired to attempt cultivation on her own. In this way, agrarian practices, preferences
for natural foods and the resources that are instrumental in their cultivation are passed to
subsequent generations as behavioral models. I did not inquire whether or not her grandfather
demonstrated for her the process of planting tangerine seeds. It sounded as if the tree was already
present before her birth. However, I note that a kind of seed has been planted nonetheless, as
Pink demonstrated appreciation for this aspect of local biodiversity, and desire and willingness to
learn to reproduce her preferred fruit independently.
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While this project engaged with the identity goals associated with lifestyle consumption,
it also looked at consumption patterns that suggest a form of reverence for nature, and
particularly for biodiversity which is supported through seasonal practices. Among the study
participants, seasonal diversity informed several communicative practices around cultivation,
seasonal habits, and food preferences, but also appreciation for the conditions presented in nature
at different times of the year. Half of the respondents expressed where and when they, along with
their family members, selected fresh produce and in what form. For those girls, the practice of
seasonality as policy figured prominently in their selection of specific sites for particular food
items available to them during certain months of the year. Additionally, the same girls expressed
an enduring taste preference for produce harvested at seasonal ripeness. This is significant
because evidence has suggested a correlation exists between seasonal food preferences and
environmental concern (Wilkins, 1996). Practically speaking, these are also lifestyle choices, but
they are distinct from other forms of identity affirming purchases. I speculate that while the
former results of a focused ecological consciousness, and preference around food, health/safety
and demand, the latter informs and is informed by socio-economic trends, which may or may not
function in harmony with availability of seasonal varietals.
Further, consuming seasonally available foods has implications for maintaining
biodiversity but also general health and well-being, social life, and economics (Macdiarmid,
2014). Because transport is not without environmental cost, demand for out-of-season fruit for
example, contributes significantly to emissions that adversely impact air quality. These modes of
transport and production utilize fossil fuel in the import/export process and deplete soil that
suffers an ongoing production cycle without the recommended seasonal breaks for replenishment
of nutrients found in soil. While ingesting more fruits and vegetables can reduce overconsumption of meat which has been identified as a major contributor to environmental
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degradation (land and water), out-of-season demand for particular fruits and vegetables trades
one set of problems for another. In dialogue with youth, I note that the moderate forms of
consumption reflected in their food choices provide examples that may serve to curb macro-level
consumption as a lifestyle choice for one that supports sustainability.
Mira posited a unique form of resilience in her way of looking at seasonality which
expressed reverence for the actual seasons and the seasonal processes that bring joy:
On our way here, coming through the neighborhood we passed a house that had three
rows of clothes hanging on clotheslines outside. It’s less modern but I think that’s okay.
Outside, you get that nice breeze blowing through them … that nature smell. It’s nice to
have the warm dryer in the winter time though.
Here Mira discusses the ages-old tradition of hanging garments and other household fabrics
outdoors on lines to dry. Her words paint a pastoral image of countryside efficiency, as past
methods jut into the landscape of her urban contemporary environment. Mira notices the practice
within the scene and eyes it with appreciation.
“Outside, you get that breeze blowing through them (clothes) … that nature smell,” she
said. That Mira would eventually add, “It’s nice to have the warm electric dryer in the winter
time though,” was hardly predictable at that point, but understandable. Energy use and reduction
is discussed among upcoming themes.
I noted that in her comments Mira did not focus on the efficiency of the drying process,
its cost, and energy savings, although there was a discussion to be entertained. It was apparent
that she saw a connection between our sustainability discussion and the images before her, which
provide another type of behavioral model or outlet for expression of her own values. The
interview did not ask whether or not she saw sustainable living in action on the way to the
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interview. This she saw as relevant and offered her experience as evidence of her understanding
of sustainable living and its enactments.
Values also play an apparent role in her way of thinking. Values figure prominently in
formulation of attitudes, and everyday discourse among individuals, families, and social
institutions across time and levels of society, and in diverse geographic settings. Values are
discussed in greater depth later in this section.
However, what she did see, and say, left me believing I could feel and smell the breeze
she described. While there are experiences in my own past that were summoned up by this
moment in conversation with my study participant, I was there to listen to her, and to see through
her eyes. Therefore, I could not ignore the simple, yet meaningful, appreciation Mira expressed
for the benefits of maintaining closeness with nature in everyday practices such as drying
clothing or other laundry. Her appreciation seemed to resonate as a catalyst for energy saving
activities. Sustainability principles connect reduced energy consumption with human attitudes
toward doing more with less. In keeping with this notion, energy consumption or use and
reduction are also discussed in expanded detail among upcoming themes.

Growing Season
Let me be careful not to paint this picture of people, plots, and happy times in the garden
as perfect. Surely, it comes close but, misses the mark when it comes to the pervasiveness of
commoditization. The garden spot might best be described as a semi-permeable safe-haven. The
families who come to the garden are real, unscripted, and they function in an everyday real kind
of way. This is to say that adults as well as children are given to occasional bouts of
misbehavior. Disagreements happen, some plots fail to produce while others flourish, some
gardeners can be seen cruising the plots of their neighbors, at times handling their plants
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a bit carelessly. There are other incidents that one might expect when a gaggle of cultures,
personalities, and backgrounds come together. Finally, not every conversation yields fodder that
is readily relatable to the restorative energy I spoke of in the beginning. I can however, talk
about my own experiences with the families who frequent the garden, those who cultivate and
those who, through visiting and fellowship, cultivate relationships and community.
Interestingly, phases of the moon figure prominently into cultivation at the community
garden, as they did for the women of the red tent. Novices learn from more experienced
gardeners which times and seasons are best to plant and to harvest, often based on the phases of
the moon. The Almanac that hangs on a cord in the center of the garden, is just like the one that
was always handy, somewhere in the kitchens (yes, multiples) where I spent a lot of time as a
child. I still like to eat! The book was referenced often. My mother even cut my hair by the
growing phases of the moon, just as her mother did when she was a child. In the current growing
season, I have tomatoes, carrots, broccoli, squash, and spring onions planted a little over a
month ago that are already producing. Meals are either comprised of or complemented by
vegetables from this garden at least four days a week which saves money, but also significantly
reduces the number of trips to the grocery store each month. Now it’s time to pull up the rest,
turn the soil, and plant beans to help replenish the soil.
Today is Saturday. Three mommies with children in tow—six counting my two—have
come to the garden to complete our volunteer hours together. Each plot-holder commits to at
least one hour of service each month. Since some community gardeners neglect to fulfill the
volunteerism mandate, myself and the two ladies mentioned here expect a little extra work this
time. We arrive prepared with our phones, music playlists, and a cooler with juice boxes, grapes,
and hard-boiled eggs for the kids. If … well, when … the mood strikes, we'll plug in the phone
with the best speakers for music and sway around a bit as we work. We enjoy being here in each
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other's company and each of us has said as much at some time or another, so we're clear that in
this space, we are among friends. Music helps keep the momentum adequate for double-duty.
I call this time "double duty" because the weeding and watering augment my sporadic, yet wellmeaning workout regimen. I'm a student-mom and this is one way I make it work.
Dodging work, the children run off to play. It’s fine because there is a mutual
understanding among the moms that sometimes the kids make a bigger, stickier mess than the
weeds we're clearing. Still, we know it's important that they benefit from what happens in the
garden. We each cover one hand with a glove, and fanning out, we get to work.
"You know, some weeds haven’t been pulled in a while.” Jewel said.
"Looks that way. Look at mine!" I quipped.
I reach to dislodge a knotty mass of vines that are comingling with and a dead plant. I won't
pretend to know what the plant is or was. The thick vines are ambiguous, too, but I’m thinking
perhaps squash.
Confused, I ask, "Should I pull this or ..." no one answers.
We work in a relatively quiet rhythm, pacing ourselves to finish our assigned chores. We
make sure the garden remains a beautiful place. We've decided that beauty, or at least
cleanliness, is requisite to peace in a garden. Our signage is tidy. The remaining plants are in
rows. Well, mostly. The boxes constructed of wood that form our plots have our names painted
on them in the same vivid, inexpensive paint colors as the random chairs, but we like it … a lot.

Connection/Appreciation
In the quest to come to know and understand one another, humans often engage in a form
of exchange or the reciprocal process of talking and listening. The quintessential question that
can reveal much about an individual’s intellect, experience, education, appreciation and core
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values is, “What are you reading?” Departing from the interview script, I asked Mira this
question, prompted by her apparent commitment to scholastic achievement. She offered this
response:
I have two favorite authors, (name) and (name) so I’m always reading something by one
of them. The kind of stories I like are what my teacher calls “fractured fairy tales.” In the
one I’m reading, there are three groups of people who are divided by blood: the people
who can create lightening, the people who cannot and the people who fall in between. …
It’s really about relationships. The point of it all is that they have to figure out how to
work together to fix the problems in their world. It’s really good.
Mira is an advanced student among her age-group peers. Her schedule includes additional classes
designed to encourage her continued academic growth as she plans to attend college. She
expresses appreciation for challenging schoolwork and accepts the opportunity to engage her
interests. Mira continued,
I had to do a public speaking assignment for my AVIDS (Advancement Via Individual
Determination) class. Our speeches were about the things we most believed in. We had to
persuade the audience to think and feel the way we do by explaining why it’s important. I
care a lot about animals, especially the endangered ones, so my speech was about why we
should protect animals from hunting.
Human attitudes towards animals are increasingly important in environmental sustainability,
which includes conservation and protection of animals and their habitats, as these are stabilizing
factors in supporting fragile ecosystems and maintaining unique biodiversity16. Conservation of
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The Center for Biodiversity Outcomes at Arizona State University (2021) defines biodiversity
as the variety of living species on Earth – plants, animals and microorganisms – and the
ecosystems they form. Biodiversity plays a critical role in sustaining human populations
globally. Biodiversity is threatened by ecosystem degradation.
177

wild biodiversity, including genes, species and ecosystems, has become a moral and ecological
imperative (McNeely & Scheer, 2007) with many in public, private, and scientific communities
maintaining its necessity. Across communities of concern public speaking plays a vital role in
information sharing. In performance of its social imperative, public speaking equips individuals
with the tools needed to make decisions and act together for the benefit of the whole. For Mira,
public speaking provided a segue to addressing animal protection as a shared concern and the
thing she believed in most: “We had to persuade the audience to think and feel the way we do by
explaining why it’s important.” Research has shown that concerned citizens want to better
understand the processes that prevent environmental degradation and but also to achieve
sustainable use of natural resources (Rodiek & Bolen, 1991).
In keeping with this thinking, when children like Mira express their values and their attitudes
toward animal welfare, they inform an aspect of environmental protection that is key to
sustainability. Environmental studies conducted in the early 2000s that explored children’s
relationships to wildlife and other aspects of the natural world produced findings which
suggested that early interest in animals can be useful in identifying ecological trends and
contribute to youth developing positive attitudes toward the environment over their lifetimes
(Borgi & Cirulli, 2015; Melson, 2015). That positivity begins early in life, before formal biology
education and the point when children develop an understanding of what it means to be alive,
much of which tends to be acquired as they watch other living things grow, reproduce and die.
(Melson, 2015). By intimating that her speech topic involved animal protection, Mira
simultaneously expressed a reverence for life and/or life forms. Given the research findings, that
reverence should continue into her adulthood and have measurable ecological outcomes.
Further, that the assignment required Mira to persuade the audience to “think and feel the
way she does” acknowledged that all listeners may not have agreed with her stance on hunting.
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Investigations into the factors that compromise animal welfare, reveal several, often competing,
influences in youth socialization and development (Jegatheesan et al., 2020), some of which may
result in curtailing the potential for developing positive attitudes toward animal life as an
ecological concern. Some maintain that hunting animals is morally and ethically more acceptable
than breeding for human consumption. In other instances, hunting may be deemed necessary in
order to “protect endangered species and threatened ecosystem where destructive species have
been introduced or natural predators have been exterminated” (Gunn, 2001, p. 68). Finally,
structural variables dissociate everyday consumption practices from the idea of “harm” and are
operational in reducing personal conflict whenever that dissociation is threatened (Plous, 2010).
Therefore, individual opinions on the matter of hunting can develop out of unique exposures to
nature and relationship modeling.
Children develop a reverence for life through exposure to nurturing and caring: “As
children are reasoning about the morality of human relationships, they are also reasoning about
human treatment of animals and their environments” and “developing an eco-morality” (Melson,
2015, p. 82). Accordingly, the dialogue with Mira suggested that her concern for animal
protection is a functional aspect of the way she conveys her experience in the world, and
accordingly, how she articulates the relational aspects of sustainability within that world.
Participant Bo addressed sustainability’s relational matters in this way:
Our plum tree got sick and wasn’t doing well for a little while. We had to cut off part of it
but it’s good that we cut off that part because the rest of the tree is healthy again. It had a
few plums last year, and this year we should have some flower blooms. You get like
these pretty blossoms before the fruit comes. So … I hope we get a big bunch of plums
again. They’re so good!
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It would be easy to simply read that she likes plums, but the notion that she likes the
plums from a tree she refers to as, “our plum tree” is a different matter. Her selection of the word
“our” clearly implies belonging. Certainly, by some definition belonging can be understood in
terms of ownership. In this case “our” as stated implies endearment and can be understood as
alluding to a place of value and distinction within one’s surroundings. In this way, Bo imparts
her perception of the connection between herself, her family and the tree.
Research has shown that children who experience a connection with nature have a deeper
appreciation for biodiversity (Nakashizuka & Kosaka, 2018) as noted when assessing trends in
children’s connections with nature over a 15-year period. To arrive at this conclusion, the
researchers used indices of wildlife awareness that focused on changes in wildlife abundance
juxtaposed with the level of apathy among children. Children in contemporary society have
fewer opportunities to encounter, thus develop an appreciation for certain aspects of biodiversity
because of a reduction in outdoor activities and with that, diminishing “mindful observance” of
nature (Imai et al., 2019, p. 727). The extinction of experience (p. 727) results in decreased
affinity toward and knowledge about nature (Imai, 2019; Pilgrim, et al. 2008; Raudsepp, 2005).
In these cases, limited exposures resulted in limited connection and appreciation for nature.
On the other hand, Bo expressed a clear connection to the plum tree. Plum trees did not
present in abundance in my observations of the community’s natural surroundings. Yet, she
observed the plum tree, attending to its fluctuating condition and sporadic bearing of fruit.
Despite inconsistency in its health (or perhaps because of it) and infrequency in the appearance
of other, similar trees, this tree was an endeared one that suffered injury with which she
associated a shared sacrifice for the good of the tree, as indicated in the words, “we had to cut
off part of it” and “… the rest of the tree is healthy again.” Bo expressed active engagement in a
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key theme, preservation, production and growth or cultivation, that contributes to the
surrounding natural environs, which are among the key themes emerging during interviews.
The differences in expressed connection with nature among African American girls can
be attributed to agency, their own will and desire to act in their own best interest and that of
others, but also can involve family engagement with nature which girls experience peripherally.
The data collected suggests women-centered networks of influence and cross-generational
communication around ecological consciousness also are factors. These are discussed in greater
detail in the next section, Ecological Consciousness.
Continuing, Bo is a confident urban girl who thrives with the influence of nature-affluent
women – mother, grandmother, aunts -- and other girls, including her older sisters. The women
in her life are purveyors of the spatial-historical record of the communities they’ve lived in and
their environs. Studies have shown, “the frequency of children’s experiences in natural
environments was significantly positively associated with individual identification with the
natural world and family members’ attitudes toward nature” (Imai, et al., 2019, p. 718). Bo
expresses her familial influence and nature experience with enthusiasm.
“This year we should have some flower blooms.” In her statement, Bo reflects a sense of
seasonality or seasonal change as well as an implicit understanding of the patience required to
witness reproduction in nature. In anticipation of the recurring season for blooms, then fruit
followed by ripening she adds, “I hope we get a bunch of plums again.” Her keen awareness of
seasonality is notable, as demand for out-of-season produce is not without political-economic
controversy or steep environmental costs. While demand for imports initiates trade which has
social, political, and economic benefits, it simultaneously gives rise to the ecologically
burdensome costs of import/export transportation, fossil fuel consumption, ozone depletion, and
increased land, air and water toxicity.
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In her own way, Bo regularly alluded to the value she finds in the influence of women,
across generations:
My grandma … uses seeds from fruits. Like we eat grapefruit every year when they’re
ripe. Everybody in my family loves grapefruit from her tree because they’re so sweet. At
first, we had just one. Like, one tree. But my grandma took the seeds out of the ones they
ate one day and just put ’em in the dirt … you don’t really have to get a whole baby tree
to plant in your yard. You could just plant the seeds out of the fruit. Like spit ’em out and
put ’em in the ground … You gone get grapefruit like we did. It will take a while though.
The first tree took like years. She planted the seeds a long time ago.
Bo was not the only participant to speak of trees with a form of reverence, Pink did as well, and
in so doing, she addressed the key themes of seasonality, futurity, connection, and appreciation
in a quote mentioned earlier in this chapter:
I really enjoy tangerines. So, my granddad, he used to have a tangerine tree in his
backyard. When the season came around for oranges, he would have us grandkids come
and pick a whole bag to take home. Everybody got some. I remember at a point his was
dying and I wanted to have my own tangerine tree. So, every time I would eat an orange,
I would take out my seeds and you know … try to just dig them into the ground where I
could see if something would grow. I missed a step somewhere, but I tried.

Ecological Consciousness
Ecological consciousness has been defined in several ways. On one hand, Sharma and
Bansal (2013), reviewed extant literature in order to define “environmental consciousness,” from
a business standpoint and characterized it as a mental state variable that is distinct from its
antecedents and behavior outcomes. On the other hand, psychologists link the mental status to
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behavior. For everyone else the topic seems to remain debatable. I found one website which
provided a most coherent definition – one we can all learn from: “Ecological consciousness is a
way of being that respects the natural world – plants, trees, animals, and insects. Individuals with
this form of intelligence feel directly related to and engaged with the natural world” (Webb,
2021, n.p.). The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) website (U.S. EPA, 2021)
appears to address ecological consciousness in terms of awareness of important issues: air,
including quality and emissions; chemical and toxin safety and spills; green living, including
transportation, food waste, recycling and sustainable energy consumption; health, including the
effects of common pollutants, risks, exposures and asthma among children; land, waste and
cleanup of landfills, hazardous wastes and plastics; water and science, including drinking water
quality, wastewater/storm-water runoff and infrastructure. This study did not look specifically at
food waste, which is one category the EPA sees it as a chief awareness/consciousness concern:
Most people don’t realize how much food they throw away every day – from uneaten
leftovers to spoiled produce. EPA estimates that in 2018 about 68 percent of the wasted
food we generated – or about 42.8 million tons – ended up in landfills or combustion
facilities. By managing food sustainability and reducing waste, we can help businesses
and consumers save money, provide a bridge in our communities for those who do not
have enough to eat, and conserve resources for future generations. (EPA.gov, 2021, n. p.)
The young participants in this research express ecological consciousness in their everyday
actions and words. In one example, during my interview with Bo, I recorded in my fieldnotes,
I watched as a flying insect buzzed near my participant’s ear. She reacted with a squeal
and a wave in the direction of her shoulder. So, I asked if she was okay.
She remarked in the interview at that point:
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“Bugs! I mean, I know we need them, I just can’t stand the buzzing around my ears! It
tickles and makes me itchy!”
In another way still, albeit quickly and midst a frenzy, Bo articulated more of her understanding
of the relational aspects of sustainability. Her love/hate admission simultaneously acknowledged
her angst over “bugs,” and the valued connection she perceives between her life, the lives of
others, in concert with the insects in our natural environment, declaring, “I know we need ’em.”
Indeed, honey bees, which are likely to fly by any ear, are vital pollinators of agricultural crops
and other flora within the ecosystems they inhabit.
Ocean is the youngest and least vocal of the study participants. Even given her quiet
predisposition, she expressed a similar understanding of connectivity, but in this instance, the
connection expressed was among people. Taught to her by her science teacher, Ocean elaborates,
“At school I was learning about natural resources and DNA… that taught me that basically
everybody on the planet is related to each other but in different ways.” Often teachers are
instrumental in helping their students to formulate deeper understandings and ways of
articulating their relationships to the rest of the world. Meanwhile, data gathered in this study
suggests that cross-generational relationships, including parenting, are instrumental in cultivating
the consciousness that prepares youngsters like Ocean to receive these messages.
With regard to connections, Pink intimated:
Just being out there (with mom) …the hard work and being able to like, see the results in
the end is something you can’t really forget … good things comes to mind, you know, the
bond that we create over good food and eating things that are healthy for our bodies, and
you know, living long healthy lives keeping things like that going but I'd say stopping
things like the impact we have on weather or stopping the way we treat some animals
sometimes or you know, things like that.
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In this statement, the participant, Pink, speaks of connectivity in three ways: first, in terms of
shared time and labor gardening with her mother; second, in terms of the bonds that are created
around what she described as “good food;” and third, in terms of the impacts human actions have
upon animal life and weather patterns. With the moment in the garden as a point of reference
around which her ideas are structured, we can see that for Pink, the relationships among living
things of which she speaks are, for her, as visceral as they are observational and intuitive. Pink
expresses an embodied experience with connectivity among living things which evidences a
radical approach to environmentalism.
There is a difference here that bears noting. It may be a point of departure or a point of
convergence depending upon what citizens ultimately do with the information that can be
derived from this moment. Specifically, environmental activism today reveals itself in a very
forward fashion, with signage, booming voices of protest, and big actions pressed into public
view with good intent, hope, and purpose. Ecological consciousness however, can reveal itself in
another, very different way. Devoid of colorful signage to readily inform others of what they are
witnessing, ecological consciousness provides that one may have interior knowledge of how
individual actions impact a spectrum of others and ultimately the self. Pink’s statement is a
culminating one in which awareness, care, and agency intersect to form her ecological
consciousness.
In an article appearing in the Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences, Proctor et
al. (2018) maintain, “action with engagement is action with others in mind” (n.p.). This is not to
suggest that any approach to engagement can be designated as wrong or inadequate, but to note
the intrinsic value in completing the circle of ecological knowledge which includes knowledge
that is embodied and intuitive in a way that informs the agentic. The authors also note that
certain characteristics of institutions of higher learning make them “promising laboratories for
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experiments in productive engagement” (Proctor, et al, n.p.) around ecological matters. The
statement by Pink and her counterparts who participated in this study, highlights the notion that
certain environments beyond college campuses, also have unique characteristics that encourage
engagement in the form of growth in ecological consciousness, such as the community garden
she frequents in the company of her mother. This observation also suggests that different, indeed
unexpected, territories may present with diverse yet ecologically enlightening terrain. These
relationships are discussed in greater detail in the sections called Women-Centered Networks
Influence and Cross-Generational Relationships. From my field notes, I recorded the following
on Tuesday, March 17, 2020:
Listen to the trees. At first, you might not be able to identify the subtle murmur that
oozes into the sound space formally taken up by clunky truck engines and piercing car
horns, (used to be). Still, it’s there, and undeniably so. “Shhhh…heeee.”
I stood in the middle of my backyard today, taking in the sound my trees make when
they sway and breathe. Gosh, it was melodious … and familiar, too, but not from recent
history. No, the constant rush of distant traffic travels in the air and takes over the
sound space. I realized that I had not really heard that glorious “shhhh … heee…”
since childhood. Okay, perhaps during a rare vacation we may have had the good
fortune to sit beneath wavy, shady palms, but what did they sound like? I challenged my
memory hoping to uncover a sense of my experience with sound. What I did recall
made me feel inadequate. You see, on vacation, I was always blissfully inclined to tune
everything out. In my quest for peace and quiet, I may have missed the melodic sounds
that could have been so instrumental in assuring the tranquility I sought in the first
place. The consummate tree hugger in me had spent her time snoozing in a lounge
chair or strolling along in flip flops to the uplifting rhythms of steel drums while
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sipping a frosty beverage. But did I tune in to nature? Did I listen? I don’t recall, so I
don’t think so. The lively conversation among the trees in my backyard and that of my
neighbors, forced the realized that I had not heard an Oak speak its leaves this way in
decades. Not really, and certainly not this way, without the rush of motors roaring
along somewhere in the distance. “No, I thought, this moment is precious.” I have not
forgotten the structure of things. You see, when traffic is quieted, the mind is free, and
the heart is seeking — not unfettered — just seeking. In moments like this I am
equipped to listen with more than my ears, but with the whole of my being, in much the
way that a mother listens ear-to-nose for the sound of her child’s breath in sleep, with
longing and joy. I can listen for the talk among the trees that is carried in the breeze.
“Shhh … heee …” I had all but forgotten. I’m home now and I am listening.

Ethics/Cooperation
Systems theory (Bateson, 1972) suggests that families, like organizations, function as
units, in relationships, and that the individuals comprising such units cannot be viewed in
isolation of the significant others who inform their roles and performances within that unit.
Elements of systems theory necessarily inform the perspectives and relationships—familial,
cultural, academic, and historic presented in this work. In examining the roles and expectations
that inform the study participants’ performance of identity within various cultural scenes (the
two homeplaces identified include the community center and community garden; see Carbough,
1996), I note that even in their youth, the girls are both influenced by and actively influence
socializing dynamics that inform particular attitudes toward sustainability within their families
and friend groups. These are expressed in the form of communicative practices around work
ethics, cooperation, and care:
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I help with all the household chores. Me and my sisters, we do everything, so my mom
doesn’t have to. My favorite is the living room because it’s easy and I can finish fast, but
this week I have the kitchen … ugh … and my sisters have the living room and the
bathrooms. We clean our own bedrooms. I kinda hate doing dirty dishes, but … it’s just
the three of us usually so it’s not too much. See we don’t use the dishwasher. We wash
them and set them in there to dry … like naturally dry, then take them out later. My mom
says that keeps the electric bill down. She’s the one who pays it and I mean we don’t
really need it. The dishes are gonna dry anyway (Bo).
Mira intimated that she also does much the same in her home, helping her mother in any way
possible. Mira remarked,
Usually everyone in the family puts their clothes together then we separate them into
piles – colors, darks, and whites – then we wash them together. We all wash and dry and
fold at the same time so we can keep the rotation going until it’s all done. Mainly we
clean on Saturdays, starting around ten in the morning so our neighbors don’t have to
hear the noise from the washer shaking.
In the example above, the notion of shared or cooperative work is normalized within the
household in both speech and practice. The effort involves connectivity and combining effort is
expressed as a regularly scheduled occurrence or one that “usually” happens at an established
time and in a systemic/processual manner, “on Saturdays” and “we separate them into colors …
(and) wash them together” according to Mira.
While some dislike the idea of combining personal laundry with that of others, the family
act of creating larger laundry loads produces several measurable benefits both to the family and
in terms of ecological outcomes. First, combining individual laundry loads, with like colors or
fabrics as a basis for sorting, utilizes the washer and dryer functions to capacity. The task overall
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of washing and drying is completed in less time, resulting in reduced energy consumption.
Combining and condensing also utilizes the same or similar amount of water resources per load.
It also reduces the quantity of harmful byproducts and environmental pollutants that can enter
groundwater systems in the form of toxic heavy metals from detergents, and contribute to
landfills in the form of unrecyclable materials such as rags and cloth, glossy and plastic coated
materials.17
Beneath the surface, a secondary set of actions embedded in the process demonstrate the
exercise of cooperative caring. “Cooperative caring” is cultivated within Mira’s family and
extends some of the benefit to her community through (a) dedication to a committed family time
for doing such things as laundry, but also in (b) attending to the working hours and noise for the
benefit of others in their community and relationships with them. These are all actions that are
characterized by cooperation. The third aspect is (c) assisting in managing energy consumption
and costs. The action is cooperative given budgetary constraints and acknowledgment of energy
consumption, for instance, but also demonstrates care in choosing to adhere to doing what is
considered best for the family and for their neighbors. Across interviews, care and cooperation
presented as a function of the participants’ subjective experience – the intangible, emotive
aspects of sustainability. Similarly, “Ocean” explains,
I used to waste paper. I guess I used half a page and if I didn’t use the rest I just ripped it
off. Then my teacher told me that we get it (paper) from trees. People cut down trees
to make paper and we need the trees for oxygen! I stopped doing it ever since.”

17

The United States Environmental Protection Agency document, What you can do: In your
home (U.S. EPA, 2017) provides guidance on using appliance efficiently. The EPA recommends
choosing phosphate-free soaps and detergents; using water efficiently; and checking EPA’s
Energy Star homepage for wattage information and appliance ratings to help reduce use of
electricity.
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The ethic of cooperation and caring expressed by Ocean segues seamlessly to the theme of
appreciation/connectivity to nature, which also figured prominently among the other study
participants. In the example above, Ocean learned to appreciate nature from a respected female
figure in her community, a teacher. Lessons in ecology often are acquired in school, as indicated
by two other participants who also mentioned the role of their teachers, not necessarily females,
in shaping their knowledge of sustainability. Schools figured prominently among established
homeplaces (see Chapter 2), safe spaces where self-expression and nurturing of ideas are
possible and can happen free of judgement. In this case, “Ocean” developed appreciation for the
aspect of nature that includes trees, the oxygen they produce, and the carbon dioxide they
remove from Earth’s atmosphere in the process of photosynthesis which connects the process in
the life of a tree to human life. She has embraced the notion that trees are life-sustaining. As an
adolescent, Ocean articulates this aspect of her knowledge of sustainability, and the vital
integrality among living things. Equally significant, the data suggests that Ocean also recognizes
the carelessness in wasting that which is vital. In her statements above, appreciation is the
intangible yet clearly operational value.
Appreciation also figures prominently in the following discussion with “Pink.”
When we’re eating dinner and something tastes especially good, you know its’s like,
where’d you get this from?’ … it tastes so good. This is like no other pinto bean I’ve ever
had before,’ and you know it always goes back to where they got it or in some cases how
they grew it.
Appreciation was found to function in different ways in different circumstances. In the unique
application above, appreciation for tasty whole foods that are grown slowly, gathered from a
garden and slow-cooked to taste perfection is evidence of experience with nature, but also a
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preference for natural sustenance. Among people who garden, exposure to fresh vegetables and
the slow cooking tradition is commonplace around seasonal harvests.

Cross-Generational Communication
For the study participants, reverence for cross-generational relationships was noted to
develop largely within women-centered networks. The goals of these relationships are support
and education, with emphasis on life-sustaining processes that are integral to physical and mental
health, wellness, resilience and sustainability as an expression of values. Below is the full text of
a statement provided in an earlier passage of this chapter. Here, Bo represents three generations
of women as consumers and purveyors of sustainable living culture:
My aunt, and my grandma especially, she uses seeds from fruits. Like we eat grapefruit
every year when they’re ripe. Everybody in my family loves grapefruit from her tree
because they’re so sweet. At first, we had just one. Like, one tree. But my grandma took
the seeds out of the ones they ate one day and just put ’em in the dirt. So, like, you don’t
really have to get a whole baby tree to plant in your yard. You could just plant the seeds
out of the fruit. Like spit ’em out and put ’em in the ground. She giggles. Just see what
comes up! You gone get grapefruit like we did. It will take a while though. The first tree
took like years. She planted the seeds a long time ago, like when we were babies …or
maybe it was when my mom was a baby. We had the first grapefruit about two or three
years ago. I think they will be ready again soon, too. Like usually when it’s hot like this,
they are ready to eat. Like this is the best time. Me and my sister, we’ve been waiting!
Cross-generational relationships are operationalized within family systems that assign a place of
value to communicative inputs exchanged between generations, with exemplars articulated or

191

demonstrated by respected elders. Among women and girls these relationships can be fostered
over a lifetime. In these relationships, eloquence and complexity are less concerning than the
exemplars that are provided by women who have the objective experience to substantiate their
beliefs and positionality with regard to matters of sustenance and continuity.
The answers provided here suggest that across generations, role models offer exemplars
of resilience that may indirectly teach girls adaptation and re-adaptation strategies following
disruption or loss, and alternative ways of viewing those changes that allow for expressions of
life as an organic continuum of interconnecting plateaus. Buzzanell (2010, 2018) theorized
resilience as:
adaptive-transformative processes triggered by loss or disruption and involving five
subprocesses: crafting new normalcy; affirming or anchoring important identities during
difficult times; using and/or maintaining salient communication networks; looking
beyond conventional ways of thinking about and doing life by putting alternative logics
to work; and foregrounding productive action while backgrounding unproductive
behaviors or negative feelings. (Buzzanell, 2018, p. 14)
These inputs translate to particular attitudes around sustainability and futurity among younger
generations, including hopefulness, agency, empathy, and a living concept of past, present, and
future. As markers of resilience these ideas may be introduced by elder women as explicit
knowledge that is acquired by girls at a young age. These inputs on resilience also translate into
attitudes that are maintained over time and cultivated to become quotidian behaviors that
contribute to/are instrumental in achieving continuity. Past and present models of strength and
know-ho in balance with natural vulnerability also figure prominently. In another example, Pink
shares the passing of knowledge in the form of stories across generations:
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You know stories are passed down. I think hearing what her parents and grandparents
experienced, you know, my mom can compare their history to how things are now and
understand you know, what's necessary to keep the good things going … and stopping
any bad things. I’d say planting goes way back. It’s kind of a family thing especially on
my mom’s side … things just get passed down. I think definitely it’s been in the family
for generations.
Her statement regarding the continuation of good things and halting the bad is purely an ethical
one. To understand the girls’ perspective on such matters more clearly requires some discussion
of the structure of ethics and its relationship to cultural values.
Any discussion of ethics as functional within attitudes toward sustainability necessarily
reflects on the relevance of customs, culture, and values in their development. While the terms
“custom,” “value,” and “culture” are sometimes used interchangeably they have distinct meaning
and function relative to lived experience. By their generally accepted descriptions, customs are
traditions, such as sharing stories, that are performed within families or communities and that
provide outward signs of a group’s values. In the next statement, Mira expresses family values
through her words and contributions that are foundational to care, connection and crossgenerational communication.
I do a lot of chores (laughter) … wash dishes, clean the kitchen and bathroom downstairs,
the living room and my room. Mainly it’s cleaning but, I also do stuff to help my mom
with my baby sister. I created an alphabet project for my mom to help my little sister
prepare for pre-school.
Mira’s values are reflected in the role she plays in her household, providing assistance to her
mother and tutelage for her younger sister with pride. In this way, family values are transferred
across generations, from mother to daughter, and from older daughter to younger sister through
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time spent together, attending to family needs. Cultural values are acquired by observing and
engaging in behaviors and customs that are demonstrated repeatedly over time, and as a result,
tend to be multigenerational. In the statement below, cross-generational communication is
carried out in spaces where other forms of learning and interaction also take place.
According to Bo:
I plant stuff with my grandma sometimes but not all the time. Like, I plan on planting
something while we’re visiting this Sunday. I like spending time with my grandma … she
tells me what’s good and bad, talks about things going on today. She tells me to do the
right thing.
“Doing the right thing,” however right is defined, is an expression of values. Values are
understood, interpreted and enacted in a variety of ways in different circumstances, but
understanding values in terms of sustainability is critical given its global impacts on people,
systems, and culture. At this point, a deeper dive into values and the influence of values in care
and connection will make better sense of how we arrive at an answer to RQ4 which questions the
nature of Black girlhood in relation to environmental and human sustainability across the
lifespans of Southern Black women and girls.
Values figure prominently in formulation of attitudes, and everyday discourse among
individuals, families, and social institutions across time and levels of society, and in diverse
geographic settings. In this way, values can be seen as factors that contribute to moral
development throughout the lifetime. Religion, education, class/economic status groups, and
mass media comprise other forms of institutions that reinforce values, and influence thought,
action and feeling. In this way institutions are instrumental in normalizing human behavior,
making it more consistent, responsive and predictable.
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While values may present as veneration in the presence of respected elders in some
instances, as they do in the passages above with regard to cross-generational community, within
different cultures or geographic settings, for instance, values inform expressions of agency, and
in another way still in an organizational sense, where values can be expressed as agency within
structure. Interplay of the two was found to be operational in local organizational discourses,
where agency and structure were expressed within organized resistance (Pal, 2014). Specifically,
the organizational discourses of Singur, India, farmers who collectively opposed a corporate land
scheme demonstrated the efficacy of cultural value frames in individual and community
decision-making. In this example, the farmers’ resistance efforts were organized around the
values of “ahimsa” which represents non-violence and “dharma” which represents morality, with
both being operational in cultivating sustainable organizational principles and environmental
attitudes that centered ethics, justice and human dignity (Pal, 2014).
The emergent discourses in this study suggest that values and veneration form the basis
of cross-generational communication, noted to operate in participants’ lives in at least three
different ways: (a) values informed the way respondents talked about sustainability; (b) values
provided the basis for enactment of sustainable living policy and decision-making; and (c) values
were operational in cultivating and maintaining a positive attitude toward the relational aspects
of sustainability, care and connectivity, and the allowances and investments that are necessary to
live sustainably. Values are functional in the way individuals view themselves in relation to
others.
Responses to the first two research questions explicitly, and sometimes implicitly,
invoked the relationship between Southern Black women’s culture and its influence in the lives
of the study participants, but also extended into and around the study site and its relevant
homeplaces. These observations are underscored in the next section of my results which expound
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upon the theme of cross-generational communication in order to attempt to answer the next
question, RQ3. How has Southern Black women’s culture informed girls’ participation within
sustainable living?

The auto/ethnographic entry that follows, Conversations with Ms. Thelma, demonstrates
the workings of the subjective aspects of sustainability, emotional coping mechanisms,
continuity following disruption, and cross-generational transfer of resilience strategies.
It is my hope that sharing my personal experience with resilience strategies in the context of such
relationships provides anecdotal evidence of transference of sustainable living values and serves
as additional fodder for contextualizing the respondents’ answers to questions on the topic of
family and extended family relationships. Of importance is that Ms. Thelma and the other parts
of this section in response to RQ3 draw out aspects of Southern Black women’s culture that were
woven throughout the first and second research questions but were not always referenced
explicitly. This culture is represented within and across the lifespans of generations of women,
myself included, and moving forward with the next generation in my four participants.
It is in the constant entanglement of adaptation and transformation that moves throughout
these sections that Southern Black women design feminist resilience with attention to
intersectional identities, d/Discourses, and materialities as well as strength and endurance (see
Buzzanell, 2018, 2021; Davis & Jones, 2021; Davis et al., 2021; Durham et al., 2020; Wilkerson,
2020). It is through the telling and showing that Southern Black women’s culture is created and
recreated. Boylorn (2015) links these tellings with resilience:
Telling is not without controversy. There are multiple versions and multiple truths. A
common characteristic of these women’s stories, including my own, is resilience. In the
face of adversity, tragedy, violence, discrimination, and oppression, I examine our lives,
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over generations, to determine how black women use narratives to cope and
communicate about their experiences, and as acts of social resistance. Our lives challenge
presuppositions and offer new ways and alternatives to what it means to be a
Black woman in the rural South. (p. 91)

Conversations with Ms. Thelma
Memories sit experience-near for 94-year-old, “Thelma Green” (a pseudonym) who was
born, “up north” she says in the 1920s but moved and grew up in Tampa with her mother. She
has lived in and around the same Tampa community, between 25th Street and Florida Avenue, for
more than 75 years. Ms. Thelma, as she is known today by her neighbors, remembers much of
Tampa’s past in striking detail: the bustling shipping industry that paid longshoremen just cents
per day; the Jackson cab company started by an African American family to provide service to
people of color; and the glorious dignified but hard work of owning and operating her own small
business designing women’s dresses. Her life’s work is visible in her chestnut hands. On the
right, a crooked thumb and a knotty bend in her forefinger point to decades of gripping and
pinching tiny things. On the left, the foreside of the finger she often uses in gesture is calloused
smooth, likely having been pricked many, many times over years.
She recalls the day when she and her mother were informed by local government workers
that they would have to vacate their first home in Tampa. It was being leveled to make way for a
local aspect of the national highway18 project (Weingroff, 1996) coming through her

18

National Interstate and Defense Highways Act (1956) authorized the building of highways
throughout the nation, which would be the biggest public works project in the nation’s history.
Because of the 1956 law, and the subsequent Highway Act of 1958, the pattern of community
development in America was fundamentally altered and thereafter based on accommodating the
automobile (Enrolled acts and resolutions of Congress, 1789-1996; General Records of the
United States Government; Record Group 11; National Archives.
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neighborhood. She recalls a bustling Old Central Avenue, the pre-highway African American
business corridor that provided a centralized source of goods, services and entertainment for
people of color during segregation. The “main drag” (Rodriguez, 2009, p. 1) as it was called
back in the day was another “homeplace” that inevitably succumbed to development. With the
demise of those structures, so went the energies that breathed life into the surrounding
communities, dispersed in all directions, then reorganizing itself to compose new ways of
sustaining.
I offer this account of my experience with Ms. Thelma, so that readers might envision the
breadth of her knowledge and lifespan as something far more than ephemeral in this grand
scheme of ever-developing, sometimes gentrifying spaces, and as a key part of Southern Black
women’s culture. In this way, you get to see and read her life as lasting and rich with texture,
imparting a sense of the living history that lingers in her thoughts. Among the memories she
holds dear and recants circuitously are those of her mother and son, whose deaths have left Ms.
Thelma with the brave task of reconciling their loss and pressing forward with life in a world
now foreign to her as she ages mostly alone. She seeks order by dividing her time between
baking loaves of bread for her neighbors, feeding the leftover crumbles and portions to the ducks
that frequent the pond in front of her home, attending church and grooming her lush red roses.
As far as I can tell, she continues to sew, crafting little things now—bright pillow covers,
potholders, ruffled shams, and embroidered kerchiefs.
On Saturdays, our conversations begin around 10 a.m. and usually end in time for her
noon lunch. I often bring her the cool melons she loves. Sometimes I linger. Our time together
routinely involves a close examination of cloud formations for evidence of familiar things—
animals, faces … shapes. Cloud study is followed by story-time and a tour of her roses … always
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in these occurrences in this order. In Ms. Thelma’s life, her daily routine, its closeness with
nature, the circuitous retelling of her story and faith in the notion that certain conditions exist
for her deceased loved ones, represent the ontological relations that enable her to thrive.

Our experience with time is primarily a cognitive one, but it also is embodied in us and in
the spaces and places we hold dear and pass on to others. We are taught to read time on clocks
and watches, and rest and wake with the risings and settings of the sun and moon. Fortunate
children learn lovingly from infancy to expect a regularity of things. “Nap time,” “meal time,”
“bath time,” and “time to wake up, little one,” are expressions of care that imply an ordered
progress and places of safety and care. Moving ever forward, we are socialized to expect a
similar order. In some cultures, “tea time” precedes “supper” while in others “the dinner hour”
marks the time for gathering at the homeplace. Those organizing features of discourse extend
into adulthood, where professional and social expectations around presence and punctuality
inform identity constructs and allow for strategic maintenance of relationships, identity, and
perception.
Goodness and responsibility are seen as positive attributes associated with those who
arrive “on time,” to “clock in” and “clock out,” while simultaneously structuring economic order
and managing competition by managing use of time. And for everything there comes a
moment—a seasonal peak of sweetness within cycles of growth and transcendence. Fruit flowers
from seed, ripens to nourish, and in decomposing returns vital nutrients to the soil that the feeds
plants and trees, which produce seed once again, all the while keeping cycles of oxygenation,
pollination and food production moving ever around and around, sustaining all life. Every day
people speculate with unconscious certainty that “nightfall approaches” and predict that
“morning will come.” Cycles of sleep and wakefulness rejuvenate the mind and body in
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preparation for another day of participation within the patchwork of cycles woven together. The
sun sets on the gloaming eve of life in death and rises in the morning to greet new birth. All of
this occurs under heavenly bodies either casting shadows or reflecting light, but ever-present and
contributing to the order of things nonetheless.
Implicit in the notion that there is a time for this and a proper time for that, is an
understanding of time’s passing and place as perpetual movement, always forward, up, around,
down and back again--in a predictable, cyclical motion. Like following the texture and scheme of
a detailed mandala, broad and continuous with each cycle feeding into another, circular systems
are at once simple and beautifully complex. Constant motion affords little opportunity to prepare
for disruption in the spinning movement of things, for disconfirmation (Jorgenson, 2013)—those
changes and unexpected shifts that occur along the continuum of lived experience. Order is
expected and is the binary opposite that informs our understanding of discontinuity as the
absence of order.
At the time of my writing this story, Ms. Thelma was an elderly resident of her historic
community whose mother and only son are both deceased, leaving her with no immediate family.
In her expressed opinion, in the natural order of things parents predecease their children. Here, a
relatively young man has died first, an elderly mother believes she has lived far too long, and her
attempts at predicting when she will reunite with him in heaven have failed. My friendship with
Ms. Thelma was a telling experience. It made clear that despite disappointment, disconfirmation
and discontinuity, she managed to achieve “continuity,” and thrived with certain constants that
made life sustainable over time. Bateson (1989) called attention to cognitive dynamics, the ways
that beliefs are produced and transformed over time, and the evolving/shifting perspectives that
inform our interpretations of things. Bateson maintained that memory and metaphor act upon
present-day experience to suggest alternative organizing principles and interpretations of
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continuity in different contexts. To these ideas I add embodiment, materialities, and lifespans of
generations to bring d/Discourses together with Culture-Centered Approaches and Black
Feminist Thought, as instantiated and grown in Southern Black women’s culture. Crystallization
is instrumental in culling together these ideas around which we coalesce, connect, and act
collectively.
Ms. Thelma’s memory functioned circuitously, bridging past and present in a non-linear
and situated (place and body) fashion, suggesting something of the circular, though not exactly.
Movement was evident in her manner of speaking that might have obscured her unique brand of
continuity from view. Listening made all the difference in my understanding that “…continuity
and discontinuity are two sides of the same coin … often the distinction is a matter of
interpretation” (Bateson, 1989, p. 27). In this and other circumstances where memories stretched
out over time are critical tools in organizing present-day life, “continuity must be viewed
dynamically, as it may reside in untidy, ambivalent, even ambiguous conditions that counter the
predictive, sequential model of continuity” (Bateson, 1989, p. 26). My friendship with Ms.
Thelma did as Bateson said it would: “…challenged me to consider the multifaceted, tentative
and fuzzy tenor of (this) woman’s story as a valid interpretive framework for understanding what
links life’s experiences (Bateson, 1989, p. 26). From Ms. Thelma, one can learn that recognizing
sustainability in a changing world is a matter of interpretation.

In what has become a rhythmic element of our conversations, she first calls my attention
to dynamic cloud formations, then to the vastness of blue sky. She notes that its size leaves her
feeling small and lonely. “I pray God has brought Momma and Harold together,” she says. “He
was my only child. I never could have another one. I so wanted a girl … so he’d have somebody
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to play with. My Momma only had me. That’s why I’m alone now. Nobody left but me … I don’t
know why I’m still here. I’m 95, you know.”

Examining her own life for the means of moving forward, Ms. Thelma has constructed a
unique set of beliefs and justifications that satisfy her need of an explanation for her long life and
the unanticipated loss of her son. Bateson (1989) noted “the choices people make about how to
interpret the continuities and discontinuities in their lives (have) great implications for the way
they approach the future” (p. 4). Ms. Thelma draws from a complex of resources comprised of
childhood lessons learned primarily from her mother; past experiences with death; reverence for
nature and a tradition of involvement with organized religion. Christianity figures prominently in
the most intimate facets of her life which are for her, enduring. Several days a week, a member
of her congregation chauffeurs Ms. Thelma to bible study and choir rehearsal. She does not sing,
but often confesses that music is good for her soul. “Nothing goes up to God without a song,”
she says. With a clear, familiar interpretive frame to help organize her experience (Goffman,
1974), and a degree of understanding that she finds acceptable, Ms. Thelma is able to continue:

“Momma would’ve been so lonely here all by herself … oh, my gosh.” She folds her
hands, one into the other, then, “God knows what’s best.” She pauses thoughtfully then proceeds
to reason. “I must be stronger than Momma or Harold would’ve been. Lord knows it’s hard. It’s
so hard to bury the people you love … your only family. Takes a lot of strength. It hurts so much,
but I’m strong.” She peers at me. “I’m strong.” Her voice trails for a few beats, then lifts again
when her eyes turn to her roses. “Just look at that rose bush … she’s heavy with them!” The coy
smile that lifts her cheeks nearly squeezes her brownish-blue eyes shut. “They’re all showing-off
because I have company!”
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Hers is a lovely display of red roses, with most boasting heads three to four inches in
diameter. She is their caregiver, meticulously tending each rose and stem as a doting mother
might groom her child. The grooming ritual can take up to two hours most days. Ms. Thelma,
attributes human qualities to the eight-foot rose bushes that grace either side of her house. In
particular, her use of the expression “showing-off,” referring to the bush as “she” and the roses
as “they” and “them” are poetic personifications that communicate a heightened value and
attachment to her garden. Several more hours each week are dedicated to feeding homemade
bread to ducks that situate themselves near her front yard. She is their caregiver. I spent countless
hours with Ms. Thelma.
She is my friend, and I and the ducks are hers. I noted that the ducks have a schedule and
tend to arrive between 10 a.m. and 12 p.m. each day. It’s the darndest thing, but she has come to
rely upon their daily arrival, and seemingly they also upon her being there with easy treats. She
calls them her “grandchildren” and connects with them through land by gently patting her palm
on the ground, causing the ducks to waddle forward. In this way, she looks to nature, including
the sky and surrounding environment, in search of breathing space a site where unity among all
the elements of her story is possible and does more than merely point to sorrow.
“One strategy … is to make a story that interprets change as continuity” (Bateson, 1989,
p. 2). In Ms. Thelma’s case, where there is a stacking of unexpected deaths and disappointments,
it would not prove difficult to think of a wholly discontinuous version of her story that is painful
to tell (Bateson, 1989), but no. Our friendship is marked by shared experiences and circuitous
storytelling, interactions that have intrinsic value in framing her story as a continuous one. By
channeling moments of great anxiety into activities—feeding ducks and grooming roses and the
like, even mothering me from time to time, she gets to occupy the caregiver role which was
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disrupted when her son died, and with that she is afforded a degree of protection against related
anxieties. I suspect that while she may be capable of telling her life story in a continuous way,
channeling that story into an active version that emphasizes the continuities in life and rituals is
essential to maintaining continuity over time, indeed sustaining, over time. Sustaining, living
despite hardship, relishing the small everyday joys, and being with people across generations is
at the heart of Southern Black women’s culture.

Ducks and a variety of birds inhabit the large pond situated inside the park facing her
home. Each day, the ducks cross the brick lined street to enter Ms. Thelma’s front yard. She
considers their arrival a testament to the fact that life is in order and that all occurrences are as
they should be, according to God. “These are my friends,” she says. “They wait for me to come
out here every day to feed them bread. If they didn’t come, I’d know something was wrong. Every
day they let me know everything is okay. It’s God’s will.”

At this point, as if on cue, Ms. Thelma begins to repeat the story of the loss of her first
home in Tampa to eminent domain, the process that led her mother to purchase the home she
eventually inherited and lives in today. The house has become another tangible symbol of Ms.
Thelma’s ontological security by bridging past comforts and the pride of accomplishment with
her present-day life.
Losing herself, or perhaps locating herself in time, she often turns her head toward the
sky and comments on its massiveness in comparison to her own petite frame. It seems the
juxtaposition of her body against a massive sky acts as a reminder of something she’s needed to
believe since the days of her religious (specifically, Christian) upbringing: the existence of a
higher power—something larger than ourselves, in control. Ms. Thelma’s has experienced an
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interruption in a sequence: her belief that she should have died before her son. By resting
authority over these occurrences with God, Ms. Thelma is effectively relieved of some of the
perceived burden of the new sequence and she is able to establish continuity between past,
present and future with less pain. She is enabled to move forward.

Ms. Thelma notes with wonder, the shapes that appear in clouds—a turtle, a dog, a small
child — then expresses hope that God has brought her family together. “They shouldn’t be
lonely like I am,” she says. “God chose to leave me here for some reason … I just don’t know
what that is. Maybe I am stronger than them. Lord knows it’s hard burying the people you love
so much … your own son and your momma … oh, my.” She adds, “My son … oh my God … my
son. He had a heart attack and died. He died. He told me it could happen. I believed him, but … I
was the one with heart trouble. If anybody had a heart attack, I thought it would be me, but it
wasn’t. It was him and I’m still here. Oh, my. My son. Oh, my gosh.” She looks at me and I see
that her eyes are filled with water. In her usual way, she makes a statement that at once brings
her thoughts fully into the present and lets me know that she is aware of my sorrow for her as she
repeats, “Look at that rose bush over there! She’s heavy with them! She moves in closely, smiles
gently, and whispers, “They’re all showing off because I have company.”

In conversation, her vibrant, emotionally detailed and cyclical recollections of the past
bump up against her present-day experience. Always in the moment of collision between
memory and experience, the red roses she adores and tends to with great care, provide a life-line
— a visual calling — into the present day, at once providing relief from the past and a tool for
ordering her present through ritualistic care. Her daily brush with these activities brings order
and meaning to her life, and by extension, to mine. In Ms. Thelma’s life, the constants were
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home and all the dear things that she associated with home — photographs, décor and convenient
furniture arrangements, the park and pond that have always been across the street in front of her
house — along with nature, sky, ritualistic care of her ducks and roses, her memories and her
understanding of God. I cannot overlook the constancy of our conversations and their value in
ordering elements of both our lives. What varies is her experience with time and the dynamics of
contemporary living both of which require constant re-adaptation. Earth, sky and roses are
among the most enduring metaphors in the human psychological experience, representing
notions of health, possibility and love respectively. From this healthy set of constants, Ms.
Thelma has chosen what she believes is important and these carry her into the future every day. I
have learned so much from her that I wonder whether or not we have been futuring together.
The next section picks up from the last but broadens to move (a) from Ms. Thelma to
Mira, the girls, and me, to (b) looking at the remaining discursive themes including use, re-use,
reduction, and conservation, (c) futurity, and (d) not telling, but showing Southern Black
Women’s culture by presenting two autoethnographic passages entitled “The Garden” and
“Reciprocity” that are key to understanding the culture in which I matured and that I seek to
sustain and grow as we look to answer RQ4:How does environmental and human sustainability
operate across the lifespans of Southern Black women and girls?

From Ms. Thelma to Mira and Me
Having grown up girl, in a Southern town, with the kind of upbringing that afforded a
healthy education, exposure to nature, and now as a woman of color, significant aspects of my
lived experience in this particular body, I share with the girls in my study. Ellis (2004)
recognized that understanding the self could come through understanding the others (p. 287).
This observation provided reassurance that indeed my experience could make a meaningful
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contribution to the investigation and engage fully with the demands of “multiple layers of
consciousness” (Ellis, 2004, p. 37). Addressing the back-and-forth nature of the
(auto)ethnographers’ gaze, Ellis explained: “distinctions between the personal and cultural
become blurred …” (p. 38). Therefore, it is important to my project to acknowledge that, “It is
the interplay of the introspective, personally engaged self with cultural descriptions mediated
through language, history and ethnographic explanation” that we know ourselves and others
(Ellis, 2004, p. 37; see also Deck, 1990; Lionnet, 1989; Pratt, 1994).
I bring together Ms. Thelma, my reflections on d/Discourses, materialities, time,
space/place, culture, and sustainability together with one of my participant’s, Mira’s,
conversations about ecology and everyday living. In this case, Mira describes important
constants in Southern Black women’s culture including using all parts of usable things, avoiding
waste and the analogous way of thinking and being which is best described as wasteful, saving
material bits and pieces of things for their usefulness, and co-learning with others in the present,
lessons from the past. She describes in simple form, customs and conventions that are
normalized within activities carried out among family and extended family members:
In my family, we discard bags that cannot be used for something else, the ones that won’t
hold anything. If it can’t hold one thing but can hold something else then we keep that,
but if it’s destroyed with like really ‘big’ tares, then it becomes trash. If you can use it,
why get rid of it? I mean like, me and my sister we go to my grandmother’s house on the
weekends. If we’re spending the night, like because we go to church together, we take
our clothes in those bags. So … that’s what we use those kinds of bags for. What I don’t
like (is) people throw away a bunch of things they think are trash and can’t be used
anymore, but a lot of things can be reused in another way … other than its main use.
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At that point, another child entered the garden area where we were talking and working.
Crosstalk ensued for several minutes before our discussion could resume. With each interview, I
learned more about the art of listening to the girls, a skill I also cultivated with Ms. Thelma.
In this portion of Mira’s response, I hear her communicating a moral consciousness
around the ideas of use, re-use, reduction, and conservation. She also imparts a strong sense of
right and wrong, as well as positing possible solutions to the problem of plastics accumulation.
Philosophically, these ideas are among the foundational tenets of sustainable living. As sound
environmental practice, ecologists have noted these concerns to have profound impacts in
environmental preservation, contributing to reductions in land and water pollution, landfill
quantity and composition.

Use, Re-use, Reduction, and Conservation
Mira began with, “In my family, we discard bags that cannot be used for something else.”
Her statement expresses a moral philosophy that is operational in her decision-making with
regard to “trashing” things. Her use of the phrase, “in my family” suggests that her philosophy is
the product of familial modeling and/or rearing in the process of symbolic reproduction of their
life-world19, the social basis of communicative action and, as I have maintained in this work, a
relevant factor in learning and social outcomes in a sustainability-concerned postmodern world.
As part of the materialities of her life-world, Mira’s views highlight the juxtaposition between
“trash” and “not trash” by establishing criteria for what can be considered “trashable.” Mira’s
statement defines “trash” as items that are unusable for any purpose and therefore equipped to
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Though the notion of the “lifeworld” has seen many iterations, this work is aligned with the
objectivist perspective noted in McCarthy’s (1981) translation of Habermas’ lifeworld which
consists of individual, social, political, and economic realities that inform one’s way of
experiencing and understanding the natural world.
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qualify as “trashable.” Conversely, items that no longer serve their immediate purpose, but are
appropriate for another, are seen as salvageable.
Drawing from her experience spending weekends at her grandmother’s house, Mira
notes, “…we take our clothes in those bags … that’s what we use those kinds of bags for.” Her
use of the words “those kinds” denotes a distinction between what might be considered a useful
satchel and another. Mira’s suggestion calls attention to the fact that not all such items are useful
in the same way. Unless utterly damaged or torn apart, a bag, which can be representative of any
number of things, may still serve another purpose. Her experience with the process of upcycling,
that is, creative reuse of objects or materials, as imparted in this example, is integral to her
objective experience with sustainability. The ideals embedded in her example are applicable in
other circumstances where decision-making may be a matter of need in some cases, and in
others, appreciation for an object’s usefulness. Mira’s perspective is a useful one in that it posits
alternate ways of thinking about the objective experience with reduction and reuse, generally.
Specifically, it call attention to the amount of plastics that are regularly produced and discarded
in America and how citizens might work collectively toward realizing significant reductions.
Additionally, Mira reveals a tacit sense of right and wrong when she states, “What I don’t
like (is) people throw away a bunch of things they think are trash …”. Implicit in her expression
of like/dislike, is a moral argument about trashing useful things in which she views the act of
trashing as a moral decision. “If you can use it, why get rid of it?” Questions of responsibility
and culpability are implicit in her fervent argument. Mira continued, “… things they think can’t
be used anymore, but lots of things can be used in another way … other than its main use,”
making rational and emotional appeals for paradigm shifting cognition around home-based
production of waste and plastics consumption.
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Mira’s words express a value system that is not innate but, cultivated over time through
language, modeling and exposure to matters related to use, re-use activities by individuals within
the family and/or households. In the developing lexicon around sustainability, re-use has been
defined as distinct from the process of upcycling.20 Upcycling characterizes certain re-use
actions that create a product of perceived higher quality or value than the original (Coppola et al.,
2020, p. 1; Oxford Dictionary, 2019). Of course, value positions are subjective and
characteristically influenced by the human condition. I am looking at re-use of plastics bags as
reflecting a form of value position, at the level of household consumer. The contingencies of
adulthood are yet to be seen.
It bears noting that the most effective answer to the plastics problem might be a halting of
certain plastics production. Recycling as a solution accomplishes little more than encouraging
end users to assume responsibility for an environmental problem they did not create by
fabrication or demand, but by a form of cooperation with plastic producers. That cooperation
renders consumers complicit in arrangements that pollute the environment with unrecycled
plastics. Plastic trash floating on the surface of the ocean accounts for just one percent of plastic
pollution. Current estimates are that more than 21 million metric tons of small plastic pollution
sits in the top 200 meters of the Atlantic alone.21 These agents pollute water and are consumed
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Upcycling has been defined in numerous ways with the most pointing to two key conditions
that include re-use and improvement in their definitions. Arguably, the most clearly articulated
definition that (a) assigned a place of value to household actions, and (b) without solely
implicating individual consumers in the problems of waste reduction, was provided by Coppola
et al. (2020) with some reliance on the Oxford Dictionary and theorists who have broached the
definition within the current decade. They define upcycling as reuse of objects or materials but
doing so in ways that create a higher value product than the original (Oxford Dictionary, 2019).
The repurposing of products, attributes them with a different unforeseen function that results in
an upgrade (Coppola et al., 2020, p. 1; see also Nalewajek & Macik, 2013).
21
Last year, researchers estimated more than 21 million metric tons of tiny plastic debris are
floating below the surface of the Atlantic Ocean, and still more microplastics in the air above the
Pyrenees mountains in France. The amount of pollution in Earth’s oceans combined is
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by wildlife that are later consumed by humans as critical sustenance. The amount of larger
unrecycled plastic materials in the Atlantic Ocean alone is still uncertain, as are the effects of
human consumption of microplastics. Going forward, the consumers’ attitude toward which
products are used, how they are used and with what frequency will be key to any lasting solution.

Continuity/Futurity
As part of the materialities of culture, creative works can be useful in expressing
perspectives, along with the values, attitudes and traditions that underlie those perspectives, and
signal hopes and intentions for the future. During our interviews, each participant was offered the
opportunity to fabricate a newly functional creation from random used implements. Using those
resources, the girls were able to create a “savings” bank, a keepsake container, a propagated
houseplant and a flower vase. Stemming from the notion that upcycled22 creative works can have
ontological and epistemological value that reflects their creators’ way of knowing and being in
world, I viewed each creative reproduction, product and process, as positing the girls’ own
unique consciousness and commentary on the value in previously used things, but also as
imparting something of her concept of futurity:
Resources are finite sources, you know. Eventually, they will run out and when those
things run out, we have to think about what we're going to replace them with, if we even

accumulating and difficult to define. A one-year estimate exceeded 12 million metric tons (see
Herscher, 2020).
22
Upcycling has been defined in numerous ways with the most pointing to two key conditions
that include re-use and improvement in their definitions. Arguably, the most clearly articulated
definition that (a) assigned a place of value to household actions, (b) without solely implicating
individual consumers in the problems of waste reduction, was provided by Coppola et al. (2020)
with some reliance on the Oxford Dictionary and other theorist who have broached the definition
within the current decade. They define upcycling as “the reuse of objects or materials in ways
that create a product of higher quality or value than the original” (Oxford Dictionary, 2019). The
repurposing of products, attributes them with a different unforeseen function that results in an
upgrade (Coppola et al., 2020, p. 1; see also Nalewajek & Macik, 2013).
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can replace them with something else, you know? What will happen when we don't have
something that we've depended on for so long? — Pink
I did not find it surprising that the same participant who shared this quote, also created the
“savings” jar. Our discussion around resources prompted Pink’s expression of concern for
humanity’s future with finite natural resources and the need to think now about what happens
next. Her statements commented on resource consumption in a way that values frugality,
responsible use, reuse, and reduction. She is looking toward the future and seeing the need to
prepare, a hallmark about the past-present-future dynamics of resilience as adaptive and
transformational (Buzzanell, 2018; Lucas & Buzzanell. 2012). During analysis, I looked for
similar relationships amount the girls’ creative choices and material manifestations, their words,
and gestures. Each project provided an added layer, offering greater depth of understanding of
the participant’s way of articulating sustainability.
In sum, the preceding sections highlighted the communicative practices that are
operationalized by youth around sustainable living, namely, Southern Black girls (and the Black
women who learned these same values and practices when they themselves were girls). The aim
has been to identify how American girls who are Black, embody, enact, and articulate the values,
attitudes and actions of sustainable living.

Showing Not Telling Southern Black Women’s Culture
Black Feminist Thought provides that artistic expression has functionality and value as a
medium for understanding. Creative works exemplify the alternate modes of understanding for
which Collins (2011) and Brown (2014) called to create communicative space for Black girls’
particular ways of knowing, being, and expressing meanings that are unique to them and in many
ways distinct within culture. From the Culture-Centered Approach, I bring in culture, agency,
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and marginalized spaces/places that also can be homeplaces for empowerment. Through
crystallization (Ellingson, 2009) I bring these different visualizations, embodiments, artifacts,
words, and interactions together while also drawing upon my own experiences and recollections
through my Culture-Centered Black Feminist Auto-ethnography. Through these passages, I draw
strength and sustenance from the earth and from relationships with others in “The Garden” and
“Reciprocity.”

The Garden
Tucked inside the community in which it began, our garden is a diaphanous place,
somewhat obscured by the man-made structures of the community and its canopy of Grand Oak
trees. If you know what you’re looking for, from a distance the garden has an unmistakable
silhouette that looks like a series of squares. Closer inspection reveals a thriving thing, rippled
with green and red along its edges. Its greatest potential lay hidden in the interstitial space-between horizons--earth and sky, hands and seeds, the physical and the spiritual, woman to
woman, and mother to child, the world within and the world outside the garden. A wooden arbor
has been erected over a grassy space, centered among rows of wooden plots inside the garden. It
covers two long wooden tables with chairs painted in an array of inexpensive paint colors:
cerulean, not quite red; jaundice; and the rest in split pea green. They’re an ugly, salvaged
bunch, but their saving grace is that about half are speckled with pretty white daisies, and
they’re great for sitting. They’re being hand-painted over time, whenever time doesn’t matter so
much.
Baskets and jars of various sizes are scattered about the tables and a few more are
stacked on the ground in opposite corners of the arbor. Today, one table is covered with a blue
gingham checkered clothe, a short stack of imperfect plates, a metal votive and a candle. A well-
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used yellow farmer's almanac dangles from a string nailed into a wooden beam. A few yards
away and to the right is the tool house, and a few feet from there is our composting area with
three bins. We’re proud of our composting. It’s the heart of organic farming. Of course, you also
need the right seeds. The shed it outfitted with a lock and a lean-to, large slats of wood leaned
side-by-side against the outer wall of the shed. The lean creates a triangular space where we
store overflow from the shed: garden stakes, buckets, and two community bikes. That means
anyone is welcome to ride them -- a ten speed and a tricycle. The lock I mentioned is similar to
the one that opens the gate leading into the garden.
I’m calling attention to the lock for reasons that I believe are elemental to this project, so
I’ll point them out. You see, in my mind, the locks are a metaphor for the barrier between life
inside and outside the garden. Despite out groovy contemporary vibe, or perhaps because of it,
the locks are deemed necessary, which is likely a symptom of our city-based orientation toward
shelter and exclusivity. The garden is a wonderful well-meaning place, but it is not yet a bastion
against the ills of socially and economically stratified society.
Still, let me tell you about the plots. The regular plots are arranged in horizontal rows
that fan out from all four sides of the center space. A handful of extra-large plots that are
operated by local ministries, schools, and garden clubs are situated along the tall wrought iron
fence that encircles the garden. Wherever your plot, you can always see and connect with
whoever’s in the garden with you. Beyond the plots grass grows lush and green. This space is
slated to become an orchard in a few years. For now though, children sometimes play there
while their parents work at planting seeds, pulling weeds, turning the warm compost, harvesting,
or just sitting and talking with others. Among the more valuable assets here are time,
conversation, and seeds.
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During a visit to the garden a few weeks ago, I made several observations of my fellow
gardeners. Our discussion arose quite organically moved effortlessly around the garden. Most
expressed a personal commitment to Earth that exceeded ideas about mere involvement. I am
purposely drawing a distinction between "personal commitment" and "involvement" to denote
the passion and temporal aspects that are implicit in the former. Their conversation spanned
topics of preservation, restoration, nurturance, and growth … an intimate arrangement of
concerns that provide both linguistic and cultural information about the women and their
experiences in the garden which seem to permeate their lives outside the garden.
I must note here that I do not presume to know the thoughts of all my fellow gardeners.
Thus, this account is necessarily written from my perspective. A number of dads and granddads
also visit the garden but seem to do so less frequently than their female counterparts. Though I’d
like to be, I am not there every day and cannot really tell.
This space is our Red Tent (Diamont, 1997). In its own way, it is the hub of women's
quasi-religious and discursive customs. The tent was a place of rest and comfort, but also of
ritualistic practices surrounding childbirth, maturation, and menses, all cycles, in harmonious
arrangement with phases of the moon. Here too, generations of women are introduced into the
customs, cycles, and oral traditions of the women before them. In this way, we forge temporal
connections with one another, across time and place. That connection extends to include Earth,
through planting rituals carried out in sacred places, among trees, in soil quenched with pouring
waters.
Despite the division among our emotional and physical labors, together, our labor and
talents constitute a wholeness that exceeds any individual contribution. On any given day (most
weekends, in fact) the women and children, of the community garden can be found on their hands
and knees in the rich, dark soil of their family plots. Plots are allotted to neighbors and friends
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for a minimal fee and an honest commitment to regular plot maintenance which keeps the garden
clean. These are the rules and guidelines that govern garden operations. But … what makes the
garden thrive is something far more than mere involvement and true participation is a
commitment to something larger than the self.

Reciprocity
While my sister-in-law, Jewel, works to finish turning the soil in her plot. I'm poking
evenly spaced holes, one-inch deep into a corner of my own little garden. We are both planting
beans. One of the more experienced gardeners says planting beans is a safe, natural way of
restoring soil nutrients which can be diminished by the growing process over time. We've
planted beans this way for two years. We rotate our small crops, growing different vegetables
throughout the seasons, then returning to the beans to mark another year of eating organic and
growing it ourselves.
There is reciprocity in this relationship we are forging with Mother Earth. We protect
her, nurture her and she produces a modest bounty of berries, vegetables, and herbs ... enough
for our families, a few gems to barter with and some to share. I'm pleased to share because it
brings more women to the garden and entices more families to start organic plots of their own.
We are, after all, responsible for one another. This is significant because it may mean that
someone does not go hungry or, that someone else's health is improved by turning away from
processed foods. Never mind the fact that many who've been convinced by my produce, remark
that if I can do it, they "certainly can do it!" I grin and bear it, because that haughtiness
translates to confidence in their environmental stewardship, which impacts our community,
which impacts our world. Plus, I’m vindicated by the knowledge that their first season gardening
is likely to be quite humbling!
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In the instant they notice we are no longer working, the children come running toward
us. A chorus of "moms" flies up and the decadent silence of work is broken. It seems only a short
while has passed when we look up and see the sun making its way toward sunset. As ritual, we sit
together for few minutes and enjoy our drinks. I chose the Red Stripe Jewel tucks beneath the
juice boxes and hard-boiled eggs. We’ll talk and play a bit with the kids before slowly heading
home. Right now, there's no rush, though our movements speak to a shared understanding of
time, external commitments, and obligations. The fact that everyone in this space gets it, is
affirming.
In as much as the rising sun is an invitation to wake, the moon's arrival signals the close
of our get-together. We are all keenly aware that the garden is a shared space, divided into
largely unspoken allotments of time. From sun up to sun down is the time allotted our human
family. Night belongs to the creatures who also inhabit this space and must do their necessary
work within their allotted time. There is amazing order in this system of things. It awakens me to
a profound respect for nature that—if I am reading the cipher correctly—graciously allows me
and others to take part in its existence. In the community garden, women and their children are
connecting with Mother Earth in ways most indicate that they would not have considered a
decade ago. Still, there are other benefits to time spent in the garden that I will attempt to
explain here in hopes that the awe and value I perceive comes across in the words I chose to
convey the experience. Part of the inadequacy of language is that it can fail to fully impart
experience. I attempt to convey truth, and for what is left unclear, I tend to rely upon the poetic
quality of language — a manifestation of the divine feminine energy that graces my writing with
her presence from time to time.
Suffice it to say that my girlfriends and I are proud of ourselves for doing what we
believe to be the right thing and for teaching our children, by example, about their role in the
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grand scheme of things. Yet, pride and egos are surrendered when the inner peace of time spent
in quiet meditation reveals itself. I have noted that the process of work, particularly the repetitive
work of gardening, can be highly meditative.
I note times when the three of us are working and conversation drifts organically into
silence, other sounds emerge, and hover in that more audible space at the forefront of my
perception. Never have I been so keenly aware of the space that opens up when talking stops and
the rhythms that typically resonate below the level of awareness, rise to sound. I am present to
the sound of panting breathe as our children play; their naked feet tapping down upon the
ground as they run. An oversized ball rolling quickly, softly across grass makes a tinny
crunching sound, and goes "thwack!" in response to the kick of an eager child's toe. Soil shifting
back and forth with the swiping motion of my thumb and pinky finger sounds very much like
dipping a spoon into ice cream. Even the flow of breeze through leaf lettuce and baby kale makes
a sound ... "shhhh."
These encounters are part of a reciprocal relationship with Mother Earth: elements of an
arrangement that not only offers ecological and agricultural advantages, but also imparts
emotional and physical wellbeing, some of which is delivered through the restorative power of
fellowship, proximity to serene, natural beauty and continuity of life — the potential for our
children to inherit the practices of a sustainable world. The fact that I am also blessed with a
new mindfulness that allows me to be present to sounds unheard by some, winds that brush
against my skin, and the wonderous vision of the waxing moon, is a welcome bonus.

In closing, this section brought together several different forms of representations in
order to answer my fourth research question (RQ4) How does environmental and human
sustainability operate across the lifespans of Southern Black girls and women? Those
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representations include aspects of history and Southern Black women’s culture, assembled to
examine how lessons in continuity, though they may be implicit, are transferred within and
across generations, from wise women to girls.
As part of the relational aspects of sustainability cross-generational communication can
impart appreciation for nature as well as the organic connections between humans and nature.
We examine this relationship in the autoethnography, Conversations with Ms. Thelma, which
demonstrated how particular resilience strategies that are steeped in nature are not only useful in
teaching lifelong appreciation for our natural world, but also for sustaining life and maintaining a
sense of normalcy following disruption or traumatic emotional experience.
Practical experience was then highlighted in discussion with participant, Mira, and
modeled in autoethnographic passages, The Garden and Reciprocity.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

Climate change is among humanity’s most significant challenges today with scientists
predicting that everyone will be impacted and that all communities will need to build resilience
and sustainability (United Nations Population Fund, 2021). The United Nations (UN) has
responded with a 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, endorsed by more than 150
member nations. This 2030 agenda is a conglomeration of environmental protection, economic
growth, and social development goals. Locating the girl in the text in an unprecedented way, the
UN Population Fund report maintains that the life trajectory of a ten-year-old girl, given
obstacles and opportunities for her growth and potential, will be the true test of success for the
2030 sustainability agenda: “Our world is home to 1.8 billion youth between ages 10 and 24 …
600 million of them are adolescent girls” (UN Population Fund, 2015, p. ii). Although they face
political, economic, and ecological challenges, their counterparts who provided responses to this
study articulated their hopes and aspirations for future sustainability. As urbanization and human
migration takes place in unprecedented numbers, it is imperative to expand the depth of
knowledge and application of sustainability and resilience strategies to face future ecological
challenges. To my way of thinking and based on my lived experience as a Southern Black
woman, the UN goals cannot be met without attention to how Black girls and women nurture
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communities of sustainability in environmental practices and connections to each other, their
communities, and their nation as citizens.
This chapter, Chapter 5, presents an (a) overview of the study and connections to
citizenship followed by (b) contributions, (c) limitations, (d) implications, and (e) closing. Under
“theoretical contributions” I provide a synopsis of findings that support my contentions about
Black girls’ knowledge and contributions to sustainability. It is important to note that these
statements are contentions only in that they are challenged by and stand in opposition to a
stereotype of indifference that has persisted in the absence of research providing antithetical
evidence. At the same time, the impossibility of defending against a stereotype, which is an
imagined reality, is quite real. Therefore, the language of contention is necessary in that it
accomplishes my aim of situating this work as documented, as fodder for argument.
This discussion, however, is concerned with more than struggle. It affirms the persistence
of lived experiences that intergenerationally contribute to sustainability, by documenting the
embodiment, interactions, artifacts, words, and meanings that were enacted and articulated
individually by participants in the study as they expressed their cultural values and attitudes
toward sustainability. It also celebrates the strength, endurance, advocacy, and joy of Southern
Black girls and women despite racial and social injustice in the United States. At the time that
this dissertation is being concluded, the United States has witnessed police brutality against
Black bodies, pandemic waves have killed nearly 600,000 people in the nation, the Capital
insurrection attempting to overthrow democratic procedures, increasing climate change, and
much more. Yet, the Black girls in this study stand alongside other Southern Black women,
myself included, as they theorize, practice, and teach others about sustainability, citizenship, and
resilience.
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.In the South, Black women in particular have been organizing and sustaining the
networks that have created the conditions for recent protests. They have fostered
communities of care, mutual aid networks, and bail funds. As Louisiana native and Black
feminist scholar Brittney Cooper recently observed, Black women activists did not
suddenly emerge “in the middle of a pandemic.” Rather, they have been the “deep
thinkers and theorists” who have assembled the tools to “actually build a society for the
common good.” May we all commit to building with them. (Wilkerson, 2020, p. 17)

This dissertation sought to make evident the contributions of Southern Black girls and women to
sustainability and citizenship, matters which are inextricably bound to justice in its many forms.
Therefore, I begin by reminding readers about the importance of recognition, before
documenting Black girls’ efforts toward contributory discourses and materialities of
sustainability.

Politics of Recognition
I see the machinations of marginalization at work around me. Where anyone might actually see
me, my mothers, daughters, and sisters as individuals and for the contributions we make,
industry intercedes to exert control over our image, to muffle the sound of our voices, influence
the scope of our being. We share the nightmare of the violated, meticulously penetrated through
every orifice and flipped inside out.
Looking at the struggle for recognition, this section begins with a discussion about the
linkage between citizenship, justice, and sustainability. As a legally recognized status within a
geographic territory, the term “citizenship” signifies belonging and participation, and with it are
certain rights and responsibilities to be carried out by those who are deemed “citizens” of that
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territory. The social contract that is the fulfillment of those rights and responsibilities, is the basis
of democratic citizenship (Harris-Perry, 2011, p. 36). The universal liberal individual is regarded
as the “author” and keeper of the social contract--a free person exercising the role of citizen,
acting in unison with likeminded others for the good of civil society. In this arrangement, there is
an exchange among citizens, and between citizens and their government, with each contributing
in significant ways to the viability of the other. Recognition, then, is validation of belonging,
with participation and state affiliation, assuring a measure of safety and freedoms in the pursuit
of happiness.
For many Black girls, opportunities for justice and just recognition are threatened by
systematic marginalization and stigmatization. Social, economic, and political processes give
shape and form to a trifecta of painful misrepresentations, including the problem of absence or
invisibility (Baro & Eigenberg, 1994; Eigenberg & Park 2015), and the “indifference/apathy”
stereotype unjustly associated with the Black girl identity. As Harris-Perry (2011) asserts,
“inaccurate recognition is painful not only to the psyche but also to the political self, the citizen
self” (p. 38) which is unseen. Ongoing absence from communication efforts around sustainable
living not only affects the way Black girls perceive of themselves and the value of their
participation within sustainable living paradigms, but also impacts the ways in which others can
apprehend their way of articulating sustainability, deduce the value in their words and work, and
recognize their peers in the fight to protect shared environments. The difficulty in dealing with
this matter of recognition, is that its function within marginalization is further complicated by the
act of questioning. The notion that belonging, by way of natural citizenship, can be compromised
and rendered question-able, is its own injustice. However, it would be inadequate to deal solely
with “exclusion,” because exclusion alone does not contend with profoundly relevant matters of
validity, legality, and existence. To exclusion, then, I add “recognition.”
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Just recognition at the intersection of image and culture has emerged around
sustainability as key to full participation in social life today. Black girls are suffering the lack of
safety and freedoms afforded their fellow citizens, and concurrently, the full scope of rights and
privileges of belonging, to which they are also entitled, has not been fully realized. Because
citizenship carries legal weight, it is “intimately bound to distributive justice … and concerned
with institutionalized patterns and cultural values … (that can) prevent one from participating as
a peer in social life” (Douglas & Michaels, 2004, pp. 160-161; see also Harris-Perry, 2011).
Everyday discourses and cultural formations or Discourses depict these struggles and are
represented in observable manifestations of inequality. Media misrepresentation, coupled with
deficit language and a language of poverty around race and gender, shrouds the realities of
fellow citizens’ lives, words, and contributions to the common good from view, distancing each
group from the other, along with the exemplars they provide. Scholars developed a theory of
marginality to understand and articulate the postmodern workings of language and power in
human interaction (e.g., Derrida, 1982; hooks, 1990a). Margin theory is a spatial metaphor which
suggests that individuals and groups that exist farthest from civil society’s “center” have the least
amount of power. Contrarily, the “center” is regarded as the locus of political, social, and
economic control. The notion of “finding one’s place/space” within this arrangement is itself a
construct that renders the human body as politically debatable territory, a reality that belies the
function of belonging within the body politic and amounts to yet another foreclosure on the
possibility for the meaningful kinship, safety and enactment of rights and privileges of
citizenship. Recognition for Black girls within sustainability, ultimately challenges people’s
ability to recognize and provide for our fellow citizens by responding collectively to ecological
crises.
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Research Questions and Findings
This study sought to answer the following research questions: RQ1-How do Black girls
embody and enact sustainable living? RQ2-How do Black girls articulate sustainable living?
RQ3-How has Southern Black women’s culture informed girls’ participation within sustainable
living. RQ4-How does environmental and human sustainability operate across the lifespans of
Southern Black girls and women?
The Black American girl this research aimed to center, and myself as a Southern Black
woman, all became visible through various means, including photos of the participants’
sustainability work, our talk during interactions, their hand and other bodily movements, and
through their responses to my semi-structured interviews and participant observations. Ten
themes emerged in dialogue with study participants: production/cultivation,
conservation/protection, reuse/reduction, women-centered networks of influence,
connectivity/appreciation, seasonality, ecological consciousness, ethics/cooperation,
continuity/futurity, and cross-generational communication. These themes reflected the content
of the participants’ knowledge and experiences with sustainability as well as deep-seated values
that were evident among them, cultivated by significant figures in their lives, and instrumental in
defining sustainable living in ways that connect sustainability with its ontological and human
underpinnings. Study results suggest that the participants’ knowledge and enactment of
sustainability principles in everyday day stems from an ethos of care and connection to others,
and appreciation for the products of natural environs. In so far as their actions and attitudes that
support sustainability also benefit the wellbeing of others, they can be regarded as contributions
to systems that impact local and global sustainability efforts, thus global citizenship.
Furthermore, these embodiments, materialities, and discursive themes were coupled with
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autoethnographic passages and their analyses to demonstrate the reciprocal influences of
Southern Black women’s culture.

Contributions: Theoretical, Methodological and Pragmatic
The primary contributions of this work are to methods, environmental communication,
girlhood studies, the Discourse of sustainability and its related paradigms. Inclusion of Black
girls’ d/Discourses and materialities into sustainability contributes to formulating a definition of
sustainable living that considers its human, ontological, and epistemological underpinnings.
The first contribution of this research is to methods, by demonstrating the efficacy of a
new multi-methodological approach to study: Culture-Centered Black Feminist
(Auto)Ethnography. This research project extended use of the culture-centered approach, Black
feminist thought, and (auto)ethnography by applying them in a triadic arrangement, as CultureCentered Black Feminist Autoethnography, to an investigation into the ways and means by
which Black girls articulate sustainable living with an eye toward its contributions and
implications for sustainability, academia, human relations, and global citizenship. This is both an
arrangement of phenomena to which this method has not previously been applied, and a multimethodological arrangement that previously has not been utilized.
My second contribution is to developing a more embodied, culturally informed vision of
sustainability. Research has seldom if ever centered Black girls’ perspectives on sustainability,
much to the detriment of developing wholistic approaches to sustainability that appeal to groups
cross-culturally and represent their work as citizens. A challenge of the past two decades has
been to “develop a more inclusive, culturally sensitive, broad-based environmental agenda”
(Taylor, 2002, p. 32). My findings suggest that a more inclusive and culturally sensitive agenda
is one that accounts for the ways that time, culture, and experience within women-centered
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networks of influence inform ways of being in the world and provide exemplars of sustainability,
continuity and resilience. Therefore, the second contribution of this work is to sustainable living
culture is the incorporation of Southern Black girls and significant women in their lives, into
sustainability discourse as active, knowledgeable agents of environmental sustainability.
My third contribution is to environmental communication literature. The youth participants
dialogically and experientially connected the viability of Earth’s natural resources to everyday
discourse and activities involving responsible use, re-use and preservation, as well as to
production and responsible consumption, echoing the mainstream thoughts about sustainability
that are situated in their own lives (for mainstream overviews, see McKibben, 2010). My data
suggest that living sustainably is expressed as a consistent way of being, informed by a certain,
enduring ethos and characteristic spirit, and steeped in historicized beliefs and aspirations. These
outcomes frame sustainability as a culmination of experience, values, and attitudes that inform
everyday lives, choices, and human and environmental wellbeing. Therefore, the fourth
contribution of this research is: to sustainability knowledge, discourse, and practical application
in everyday life; and to commercial industry and across academic disciplines encouraging
alignment in investments in sustainability from diverse perspectives for efficiency and net
positive outcomes for the environmental and for humanity.
My fourth contribution is in formulating a cohesive definition of sustainability, one that
attends to its human relational aspects in conjunction with its broad environmental application.
Whereas the language of sustainable living is often evoked in commercial arenas that thrive on
green consumerism, the notion that sustainability lacks attention to the human aspects of its
definition, has left open the opportunity for sustainability to be defined in terms that afford
economic advantages, but not necessarily human or environmental ones. The ultimate goals of
sustainability have been understood narrowly, primarily in economic terms (Heine &
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Hirvilamme, 2015). Still others view sustainability through the lens of rugged individualism.
Interpretations of sustainability that tether it to human exceptionalism fail to recognize the
interconnectedness of human life, wellbeing, Earth, and its finite natural resources. This research
supports the notion that sustainability is a relational concept, best understood in terms of
interaction between individuals and groups. My girls’ inputs can be instrumental in defining
sustainability in an unprecedented way, as emerging from a particular ethos and reflecting
collective ways of thinking and being that contribute to the long-term viability of humanity,
Earth and its life-sustaining ecosystems. Defining and emphasizing the relational aspects of
sustainable living encourages a focus on the cooperative nature of being in community with
others.
Fifth, this work expands current definitions of participatory advocacy, which is
emancipatory in that it offers a salient response to the needs or situation of vulnerable groups.
While this study centers Black female youth, any group with which one might identify is
vulnerable and susceptible to the ravages of climate change. As the UN has recognized, everyone
will be impacted and everyone will have to learn resilience and sustainability.
The sixth contribution is to knowledge about the political economy of images. Calling
attention to the inclusive or exclusive nature of imagery around sustainability is useful in several
ways. Analytically it encourages reflection on the power of images to influence perception and
inform identity framing behaviors that are produced and reproduced in the process of
consumerism. Discursively, it opens up a space for discussion about the way sustainability is
represented in advertising, literature, academic research, commercial industry and the like, as
images can have lasting impacts on communicative and behavioral choices that limit or counter
the environmental gains that are achievable when all standpoints on sustainability are considered.
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To that end, this work also has highlighted visual and discursive power imbalances in
representation within sustainable living paradigms. It also cuts across discursive divides that
keep individuals from learning sustainability and resilience strategies from one another, from
having necessary discussions and in order to present fresh attitudes and new ways of thinking
about how human beings access, account for and honor resources and endeavor to do so in ways
that are ecologically sustainable for generations to come.
Finally, by opening up necessary discussions, this research provides the impetus to
broaden the ideals of citizenship to include participation within global sustainability paradigms
as an act of global citizenship. As conditions of life for our fellow human beings in distant parts
of the world are increasingly matters of deep moral and political concern for all, citizenship
today necessarily has global dimension (Parekh, 2003). A richly informed citizenry that takes
into account the diversity of inputs of its members, is positioned to become a better equipped
partner in the global community which shares concern for life, for other human beings and for
Earth’s ecological wellbeing. Accordingly, continual failure to recognize Black girls’
contributions to forging a well-informed, multi-perspectival understanding of sustainable
living/what it means to live sustainably, is counterintuitive, and is such at a critical time in
human and environmental history. Highlighting the historicized environmental experiences and
perspectives of girls who identify within the Black diaspora has implications for the performance
of contemporary citizenship, locally and globally. Individuals, communities, indeed nations, are
better equipped to safeguard the health and quality of our environs when they embrace
opportunities for communication about their efforts (and their) concerns (Cox, 2000).
By privileging the voices of Black girls, this study also has provided strategies for
teaching and new ways of seeing sustainability, thereby building agility into the way of doing
and living sustainably and encouraging its application in new situations and settings. This
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research formulates a broader, more inclusive understanding of sustainable living, one that not
only contributes to the field of environmental communication by emphasizing how sustainability
is represented, but also extends the discussion about media and culture by examining the ways
girls of color consume and produce culture.
In sum, this research has increased visibility for the study population, reformed the way
sustainability is accessed and defined, and forced recognition that citizenship encompasses more
than legally taking up space/occupying a landmass but includes what each one does within his or
her circumstance and purview to impact the good of the land and people to which their
citizenship is geographically and physiologically tied.

Limitations
First, contending with a small sample is the primary limitation of this dissertation. This
study was conducted with a small, sample population of American girls, ages 12-15 who identify
as Black. They represented residents of a particular community in the Southern United States,
having similar cultural experiences with family, history, and sustainability. The study location is
necessarily emphasized in order to avoid situating “African American communities” as a
monolithic site. To presume that all such neighborhoods afford these exact discursive and
material resources, in the same ways, without their own characteristic diversity, would be shortsighted.
Second, the operative question relative to this qualitative research is not how
generalizable are the outcomes are, but rather given the findings, to what degree are individuals
now equipped to recognize and acknowledge the ecological value in the practices and attitudes
modeled by the study participants. Despite the limitations of the sample size, the new knowledge
now available allows for the implementation of the participants’ model for sustainability. We
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now better understand that Black girls do indeed engage with sustainable living, that they
articulate sustainability in ways that express an ethos of care and connection, and that they
consistently incorporate sustainable living principles into their daily lives. Further, their
d/Discourses and ways of being have been misunderstood and misrepresented as mere products
of poverty within sustainability schema that centralize wealth, race, gender, and identity, and,
consequently Black girls have been overlooked as contributing to the overall efforts of citizens to
live in greater harmony with nature.
This work does not propose that Black girls have all the answers to humanity’s ecological
challenges, nor is the goal of this work to articulate comparisons between groups. Instead, and to
be clear, this work is aspirational, with aims of protecting and enhancing the environment
humanity shares for the long-term, and to do so by taking into account the realities and good
fortune of differing standpoints and diverse perspectives and approaches to sustainability. The
girls’ contributions to the ongoing discussion about sustainability offer an alternate or additional
pathway to the future by positing new ways of understanding, defining and enacting sustainable
living, and potentially bringing forth unrealized possibilities.

Implications
While this exploration of the ways in which girls of color articulate sustainability may not
immediately solve the problem of their absence from the image and green discourse around
sustainable living, or even remedy the way their everyday behaviors are generally interpreted,
this endeavor can be useful in expanding the scope of academic research with this oftenoverlooked community. Specifically, future studies can be instrumental in raising awareness of
the efficacy in considering historically and culturally unique perspectives in the ongoing
conversation around sustainability and citizenship.
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Previous research has lacked comprehensive analysis of the intersections between
discourse, Black girls lives with sustainability, and local and global citizenship. This
investigation has contributed to formulating an embodied and culturally informed vision of
sustainability. Yet, no single approach to conservation can be effective (Shiva, 2003). The most
effective approaches will necessarily be multifaceted and informed by a multitude of
perspectives. This research constitutes and validates a local perspective on sustainability and
resilience, that has global significance. Some implications of these findings are:
1. Expands literature in the discipline of communication and to the field of environmental
communication and sustainability more specifically.
2. Challenges current representations of Black girls within popular media by centering their
experiences within discussion about sustainability.
3. Provides a multi-perspectival understanding of sustainability and represents that
knowledge in several ways. That is, ethnographically through the words and experience
of the girls involved in the study; autoethnographically through the related lived
experience of the researcher; and visually through the participants’ creative works.
4. Extends the merit and usefulness of Culture-Centered Approach and Black Feminist
Thought and (Auto)ethnography as analytical and interpretive tools for studies involving
youth.
5. Connects U.S. Black women’s sustainability efforts and lived experience as citizens, to
the broader context of national and, by extension, global citizenship by:
A. Creating a platform for intervention. At the intersections of girlhood, sustainable
living, and citizenship, this study disrupts the commercially-driven image of
sustainable living on the one hand, and the discourse of poverty and poverty of
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images on the other, that together, have the effect of shrouding Black girls’
contributions to sustainable living from view.
B. Invigorating the discussion about sustainable living, which at present, does not
account for Black girls’ perspectives. This project serves as a platform from which
their voices can be heard, practices can be seen, and attitudes can be better
understood. In doing so, we have opened up a space of fundamental value for their
contributions to sustainable living and to our collective, co-dependent wellbeing.
C. Providing strategies for teaching and new ways of seeing sustainability, building
agility into the way of doing sustainability and encouraging its application to new
situations and settings.
D. Interrogating discussion around identity and sustainability. Difference provides the
foundation for countless combinations of productive and meaningful approaches to
sustainable living. The rugged individualism of the past is no longer a sustainable
paradigm, but a counterproductive measure of success. In a world of declining
natural resources, continuity will necessarily be determined collectively. The new
frame for understanding legitimizes different forms of engagement with sustainability
as valid, but also attends to the psycho-cultural factors of demand for material goods.
This deeply textured, embodied, and human-focused model of sustainable
consumption behavior considers relevant the sociology of human exchange and sociocultural cohesion--how people live together, how they communicate and relate to one
another, as well as the impacts of their influence(s) upon one another over time and
circumstance.

233

With regard to practical applications, this work responds to the call issued by
environmental communication scholars for sustainability-focused research that delivers
interdisciplinary, multi-methodological, informed discussion involving the community of
stakeholders -- citizens, academia, business, and others in global sustainability (see: The
International Environmental Communication Association, 2021) engaging a wholesome
understanding of the language of sustainability in common.
Methodologically, I have endeavored to develop an intersection approach that develops
insights by more embodied and culture-centered means that has pragmatic applications. Culturecentered Black feminist autoethnography/theory is empowering in that it provides the necessary
tools to interrogate race at a time when the dire need is for fuller understandings. Ironically, I am
using race to point to humanity’s reliance upon one another, not to single out life in color. The
process makes visible and unavoidable the lived experiences of race without validating its
existence as a device of division. In this way my work can assert that development of
intersectional approaches and insights can influence sustainability of the human race, in addition
to the environment in which we all co-exist and must sustain for the future.
To that end, it is sensible now to look at other practical applications for the study results
and specific recommendations. First, the discourse of sustainable consumption needs to draw
more fully upon the sociological literature addressing consumption, demand and its drivers, and
their complex roles in everyday life (Soron, 2010). Further examination of sustainable
consumption in relation to the matter of identity would enable researchers to grapple with the
psycho-cultural factors that maintain demand for material goods, but also the difficulties faced
by ordinary people as they attempt to understand and respond ethically to large-scale social and
ecological problems within highly commodified and individualized environs (Soron, 2010).
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Toward this end, educational program and community activist groups could use these insights as
bases for training.
Furthermore, consumers can find different ways, and new-to-them ways of interpreting
sustainability. An important thread in the commonality of human experience with sustainability
is that even those who attempt to purchase their way to sustainability are expressing a desire to
participate in sustainable living paradigms. This research affords consumers different ways of
enacting and embodying sustainability. Instead of mere consumers, people can be recognized as
change-agents who realize that living sustainably in terms of “active production” and
“responsible consumption” can provide alternatives to identity-framing consumerism.
Next, the results call attention to Black girls’ unique ways of articulating sustainability,
providing the tools to examine their historicized but often unrecognized and underrepresented
sustainable living d/Discourses and practices. Their values and attitudes toward sustainability can
be viewed with positive regard, and ultimately, model formation of a similar ethos to inform
general approaches to sustainable living and resilience. To that end, the outcomes of this work:
•

Offer a fresh perspective, and a new angle of vision, on sustainable consumption
behavior.

•

Provide fodder for others to make informed consumption decisions.

•

Realize that consumption decisions among Black girls today are the result of historicized
approaches to living sustainably among Black girls of the past, and that their actions and
attitudes can provide exemplars for living now and for generations to come.

•

Provide a model of change in outlook and attitude toward sustainable consumption
practices that have been effectively shrouded from view by a narrowly-focused
commercial lens and the marginalizing language of poverty.

235

•

Model community-based initiatives that can engage in and encourage sustainable
consumption.

•

Promote Black girls’ contributions to sustainable living over time, as a performance of
citizenship that has global implications.

In these ways, the findings and discussion are instrumental in expanding the current sustainable
living lexicon and collective environmental consciousness. The findings also are instrumental in
ensuring the long-term viability of our planet and its biodiversity by encouraging an expanded
frame for living in this world and even imagining new ones.

Concluding Thoughts
Reflecting on my dissertation project, the evolving process took time -- time to prepare
by reading and researching, time to meet with and interview the girls who participated in the
study, time to get to know their parents, time to observe and listen to the people who saw value
in my work, time to reflect upon all these moments, time to find ways to responsibly, visually
represent the participants, to capture the meaning I could see in their gestures, time to record my
experiences with their words in ways that would reflect them accurately, honor them rightfully
and maybe, change some aspect of the current approaches to sustainability for the better. As I
wrote this final chapter, reflecting on the transferability of sustainable living values and practices
across generations, I felt awash with hometown erudition. My experience with wise women-mother and other Southern mothers--whose inherited traditions and attitudes toward community,
collectivity, and sustainability inform my own identity and engagement with sustainable living
today. Arriving at this particular point of awareness and maturity has been the most rewarding
thing I never saw coming.
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Around the time my own child reached the age of 13, a long time ago now, I began to
contemplate the transfer of values and actions that characterize our identity from one generation
to the next. The woman I had become had everything to do with the woman who was my mother,
and for both of us, there were other mothers, too. Rare are the moments when I am not in
communication with other respected women. As daughters, no matter our age, we speak their
words and mimic their touch. We adopt their ways, sometimes despite ourselves and often
without cherry-picking what we believe to be the best of them but, understanding through
constant teaching the pragmatism and future-focused attitudes in their approaches. This
inheritance, which is both practical and aspirational, is ours. With it, we have a task to perform.
That task is ontological, because it informs our way of being today. It is epistemological, because
it provides the foundation for our knowledge and the impetus to move forward. In the South, we
refer to this knowledge as “tried-and-true,” valuing the demonstrable over opinion. That’s
country science. As with this dissertation, I continue to make choices that I believe honor our
mothers and countless others who were and are providers, nurturers, and purveyors of timehonored, tried-and-true knowledge of how best to sustain.
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EPILOGUE
SOUTHERN EXPOSURE

Mom says she sends me here so I “have a chance to enjoy being a kid.” I feel like I'm
being punished. How can I enjoy being a kid when there is NOTHING here to have fun with? No
pool! No park! At least in the city when you get really bored you can “go play in traffic” or walk
to the corner store for a popsicle or a pickle and chips.
Here, me and my cousins, who are utterly gross, are supposed to just do it all ourselves.
Figure out how to have fun together. Did I mention that they are gross? The boys are
Neanderthals and me and Pen have NOTHING in common. Worse, they drive a pickup truck
instead of a car. Every time we go anywhere, we're all supposed to climb in back of the Ford and
just ride along like country bumpkins! Would it kill anyone to get a pretty car? The sun comes
up. There’s work to do, then nowhere to go. We take off our shoes and play baseball in the yard,
then hide-and-seek in the big garden where we eat sweet tomatoes from the vine and fat
blackberries from the briar-bush until our fingers turn purple! The sun goes down slowly. The
bright orange of another day’s end lingers for a long time.
In the evening, we collect fire flies in jars. We poke holes in the tin lids so they can
breathe. We eat dinner together -- here they call it “supper”—then we sit and listen to Uncle
Ora tell stories on the front porch. He talks about building a raft and fishing on the pond when
he was a little boy, or about how pretty auntie was when they met. He kisses her on her cheeks.
She smiles so easily.
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At bedtime, I pull on my gown, get into my bed and kick back the layers of eyelet covers.
With my window open I can feel the cool night rushing into my room. Sometimes I lay on my
back and think about the day. Other times I sit up, turn on my lamp, and place a pillow on my lap
like a desk. I grab my notebook and write, then draw pictures in the margins using my colored
pens and pencils until I get sleepy. Through my curtains and just outside my window, the North
Carolina sky is deep and wide, the darkest blue, and dusted with silvery tin stars. If I were just a
little bit taller, I could reach up from here and touch them.

Figure 25. Girls champion environmental justice. September 1982 protests opposed the burial of
toxic polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in the community known to residents as Soul City, in
Warren County, North Carolina. Their nonviolent protests began the environmental justice
movement in the United States. This photograph, reprinted here with permission, is housed in the
North Carolina Photographic Archives, Jerome Friar Photographic Collection and Related
Materials, Wilson Library, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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Figure 26. Ms. Thelma: My friend, pictured above at age 94. During one of our many early
morning conversations, I asked if she would allow me to take her picture in the blouse she made.
She agreed. Her smile was brilliant, and she never stopped teaching. Ms. Thelma was my friend,
another-mother. I am pleased to honor her memory.

240

REFERENCES

Anderson, M. (2019). A way of life more precious than oil: The Waorani of Ecuador win a
historic lawsuit in defense of the Amazon. Cultural Survival Quarterly, 43(3), 6-7.
ISSN: 07403291
Anthony, O. (1994). Bea Rodriguez, Cheryl Rodriguez. Otis R. Anthony African Americans in
Florida Oral History Project. Oral History Program, Florida Studies Center, University
of South Florida, Tampa Library. http://digital.lib.usf.edu/?a31.46
Asen, R. (2006). A discourse theory of citizenship. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 90(2),
189-211. https://doi.org/10.1080/0033563042000227436
Assman, J., & Czaplicka, J. (1995, Spring-Summer). Collective memory and cultural identity.
New German Critique, 65, 125-133. https://www.jstor.org/stable/488538
Avakian, A.V., & Haber, B. (Eds.). (2005). From Betty Crocker to feminist food studies: Critical
perspectives on women and food. University of Massachusetts Press.
Baek, T., Kim, Y., Lim., D. & Yoon, S. (2020). Colour effects in green advertising. International
Journal of Consumer Studies. 44(6), 552-562. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12589
Bakker, I., & Gill, S. (2019). Rethinking power, production, and social reproduction: Toward
variegated social reproduction. Capital and Class, 43(4), 503-523.
10.11/77/0309816819880783
Barnes, J. (2012). “So, I became a witness”: An interview with Nikky Finney. Sampsonia Way
Magazine, August 14, 2012. Sampsoniaway.org.
241

Basbug, B. (2018). When brand communication becomes childish: Infantilization in 21st century
advertising. GRIN Verlag. http://www.grin.com/document/465677. ISBN:
978366893294
Bateson, M.C. (1989). The construction of continuity. In S. Srivastva, S. & R. Fry (Eds.)
Executive and organizational continuity: Managing the paradoxes of stability and change
(pp. 27-37). Grove. ISBN: 9780470639474.
Belgrave, F. Z., Chase-Vaughn, G., Gray, F., Addison, J. D., & Cherry, V. R. (2000). The
effectiveness of a culture and gender-specific intervention for increasing resiliency
among African American preadolescent females. Journal of Black Psychology, 26(2),
133-147. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798400026002001
Belgrave, F., Reed, M., Plybon, L., Butler, D., Allison, K., & Davis, T. (2004). An evaluation of
Sisters of Nia: a cultural program for African American girls. Journal of Black
Psychology, 30(3), 329-343. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798404266063
Bennett, T., Grossberg, L., & Morris, M. (2005). New keywords: A revised vocabulary of
culture and society. Blackwell. ISBN: 978-0-631-22569-0
Berger, P., & Luckmann, T. (1966). The social construction of reality: A treatise in the sociology
of knowledge. Penguin.
Berry, K. (forthcoming). Autoethnography. In M. Bamberg, C. Demuth, & M. Watzlawik
(Eds.), Cambridge handbook of identity (pp. 324-344). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press
Bochner, A.P. (1997). It’s about time: Narrative and the divided self. Qualitative Inquiry, 3(4),
418-438. https://doi.org/10.1177/107780049700300404

242

Borgi, M., & Cirulli,F. (2015). Attitudes toward animals among kindergarten children: Species
preferences. Anthrozoos: A Multidisciplinary Journal of the Interactions of People and
Animals, 28(1) 45-59. 10.2752/089279315X14129350721939
Boyd, T., & Kahrl, A. (2018). The land was ours: How black beaches became white in the
coastal south. Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical
Association, 59(2), 240-242. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26475486
Boylorn, R. M. (2015). Scenes from Sweetwater. Departures in Critical Qualitative Research,
4(1), 97-106. https://doi.org/10.1525/dcqr.2015.4.1.97
Boylorn, R. M., & Orbe, M. P. (Eds.). (2014). Critical autoethnography: Intersecting cultural
identities in everyday life. New York: Routledge. ISBN 9780367353032
Brown, R.N. (2009). Black girlhood celebration: Toward a hip-hop feminist pedagogy. Peter
Lang Publishing. ISBN: 9781433100741
Brown, R. (2013). More than sass or silence: The creative potential of Black girlhood. In Hear
Our truths: The creative potential of Black girlhood (pp. 184-217). University of Illinois
Press. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/j.ctt3fh5xc.9
Bryant, B., & Mohai, P. (Eds.). (1992). Race and the incidence of environmental hazards: A time
for discourse. Westview Press.
Bryant, B., & Mohai, P. (1992). The Michigan conference: A turning point. EPA Journal,
18(1), 9-11. https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/epajrnl18
Brulle, R. (2010). From environmental campaigns to advancing the public dialog:
Environmental communication for civic engagement. Environmental Communication
4(1), 82-98. 10.1080/17524030903522397

243

Buzzanell, P.M., & Houston, B. (2018). Communication and resilience: multilevel applications
and insights – A Journal of Applied Communication Research forum, Journal of Applied
Communication Research, 46(1), 1-4. 10.1080/00909882.2017.1412086
Cecelski, D. (2001). The waterman’s song: Slavery and freedom in maritime North Carolina.
University of North Carolina Press. ISBN-10: 0807849723
Center for Biodiversity Outcomes. (2021). What is biodiversity and why is it
important: An introduction to biodiversity. Arizona State University. sustainabilityinnovation.asu.edu.
Chiveralls, K., & Crocker, R. (2018). Subverting consumerism: Reuse in an accelerated world.
Routledge. ISBN: 1317281136, 9781317281139
Commission for Racial Justice. (1987). Toxic wastes and race in the United States: A national
report on the racial and socio-economic characteristics of communities with hazardous
waste sites and race. Commission For Racial Justice. United Church of Christ.
https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML1310/ML13109A339.pdf
Conner, A.J., Glare, T.R., & Nap, J. (2003), The release of genetically modified crops into the
environment. The Plant Journal, 33(1), 19-46. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.09607412.2002.001607.x
Cooke, P. (2010). Regional innovation systems: Development opportunities from the “green
turn,” Technology Analysis and Strategic Management, 22(7), 831-844.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09537325.2010.511156
Coppola, C, Vollero, A., & Siano, A. (2020). Consumer upcycling as emancipated selfproduction: Understanding motivations and identifying upcycler types. Journal of
Cleaner Production, 285(2021), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.124812

244

Craig, R.T. (1999). Communication theory as a field. Communication Theory, 9, 119-161.
10.1111/j.1468-2885.1999.tb00355.x
Crompton, T. (2008). Weathercocks and signposts: The environmental movement at a
crossroads. World Wildlife Fund. http://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org.
Davis, S.M., Ashun, F., Dannett, A., Edwards, K., & Nwaohuocha, V. (2021). Writing ourselves
into existence: Black women researchers’ collaborative autoethnographic reflections on
addressing exclusion in academia. Departures in Critical Qualitative Research, 10(1),
4-27. https://doi.org/10.1525/dcqr.2021.10.1.4
Davis, S.M., & Jones, M. K. (2021). Black women at war: A comprehensive framework for
research on the strong black woman. Women's Studies in Communication. Online.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07491409.2020.1838020
Denzin, N. (1997). Interpretive autoethnography: Ethnographic practices for the 21st
Century. Sage. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781452243672
Diop, C.A. (1974). The African origin of civilization: Myth or reality. Lawrence Hill. ISBN: 155652-072-7, previously 0-88208-022-9
Dorsey, J.W. (2003). Brownfields and greenfields: The intersection of sustainable
development and environmental stewardship. Environmental Practice, 5(1), 69-76.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1466046603030187
Dorsey, J.W. (2015, January). The importance of hydroponic technology in the urban
agricultural system. Poster presentation at University of South Florida Research
that Matters Conference: People, Policy and Practice. Tampa, FL: University of South
Florida

245

Dorsey, J.W. (1999). Community-based activism within an environmental justice frame: The
siting of a waste-to-energy facility in Flint-Genessee County. Unpublished doctoral
dissertation, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI.
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?url_ver=Z39.882004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:dissertation&res_dat=xri:pqm&rft_dat=xri:pqdis
s:9929814
Dryzek, J.S. (2005). The politics of the earth: Environmental discourses (2nd ed.).
Oxford University Press. ISBN: 10:9780199277391
Durham, A., McFerguson, M., Sanders, S., & Woodruffe, A. (2020). The future of
autoethnography is Black. Journal of Autoethnography, 1(3), 289-296.
https://doi.org/10.1525/joae.2020.1.3.289
Dunlap, R.E. (1992). Trends in public opinion toward environmental issues: 1965-1990. In R.E.
Dunlap & A.G. Mertig (Eds.), American environmentalism: The US environmental
movement, 1970-1990 (pp. 89-116). Taylor & Francis. ISBN: 0-309-06420-1
Dungy, C. (Ed.). (2009). Black nature: Four centuries of African American nature poetry.
University of Georgia Press. ISBN: 9-780-8203-3277-2
Dutta, M. J. (2007). Communicating about culture and health: Theorizing culture-centered and
cultural sensitivity approaches. Communication Theory, 17(3), 304-328.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2007.00297.x
Dutta, M. (2011). Communicating social change: Structure, culture and agency.
Routledge. ISBN: 9780415878746
Dutta, M. J., Ban, Z. & Pal, M. (2012). Engaging worldviews, cultures, and structures through
dialogue: The culture-centered approach to public relations. PRism 9(2): 1-15.
http://www.prismjournal.org/homepage.html

246

Egan, R.D., & Hawkes G.L. (2012). Sexuality, youth and the perils of endangered
innocence: How history can help us get past the panic. Gender and Education, 24(3),
269-284. doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2012.666232
Eigenberg, H., & Baro, A. (1994). The invisibility and marginalization of women of color. In
J. Hendricks & B. Byers (Eds.), Multiculturalism and criminal justice (pp. 291–
323). Charles C. Thomas. NCJ 160016
Eigenberg, H.M. (2016). Marginalization and invisibility of women of color: A
content analysis of race and gender images in introductory criminal justice and
criminology texts. Race and Justice, 6(3), 257-279.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2153368715600223
Ellingson, L. (2009). Engaging crystallization in qualitative research. Sage
ISBN 978-1-4129-5906-3.
Elliott, V. (2018). Thinking about the coding process in qualitative data analysis. The
Qualitative Report, 23(11), 2850-2861. https://nsuworks.novs.edu//tqrvol23/iss11/14
Ellis, C., Adams, T., Bochner, A. (2011). Autoethnography: An overview. Forum: Qualitative
Social Research Sozialforschung, 12(1), Art. 10, http://nbnresolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-fqs1101108
Ellis, C. (2007). Telling secrets, revealing lives: Relational ethics in research with intimate
others. Qualitative Inquiry, 13(3), 3-29. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800406294947
Ellis, C., & Bochner, A. (2000). Autoethnography, personal narrative, reflexivity. In N.K.
Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed.), pp. 733-768.
Sage. ISBN 978-1-4833-4980-0

247

Ellsberg, M., & Heise, L. (2005). Researching violence against women: A practical guide for
researchers and activists. World Health Organization, Program for Appropriate
Technology in Health (PATH). ISBN 92 4 154647 6
Environmental Protection Agency. (2012). Carbon dioxide capture and sequestration.
http://www.EPA.gov/climatechange/ccs
Environmental Protection Agency. (2018). Facts and figures about waste materials and
recycling/national overview facts and figures. https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figuresabout-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figuresmaterials#NationalPicture
Erlandson, D., & Harris, E. (1993). Doing naturalistic inquiry: A guide to methods.
Sage. ISBN-13-978-0803949386
Exec. Order No. 12898, 59 Fed. Reg. 32 (February 16, 1994).
Fairhurst, G.T., & Putnam, L.L. (2004). Organizations as discursive constructions.
Communication Theory, 14(1), 5–26.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2004.tb00301.x
Federal Highway Act of 1958. (1958). Enrollment Acts and Resolutions of Congress, Enrolled
acts and resolutions of Congress, 1789-1996. General Records of the United States
Government; Record Group 11; National Archives.
Flor, A. (2004). Environmental communication: Principles, approaches and strategies of
communication applied to environmental management. University of the Philippines.
Franz-Balsen, A. (2014). Gender and (un)sustainability—Can communication solve a
conflict of norms? Sustainability 6(4), 1973-1991. https://doi.org/10.3390/su6041973
Fraser, N. (2009). Scales of justice: Reimagining political space in a globalizing world.
Columbia University Press

248

Fraser, N. (2009). Feminism, capitalism and the cunning of history. New Left Review 56(56),
97-117. 10.3917/cdge.050.0165
French, B. (2013). More than jezebels and freaks: Exploring how Black girls negotiate
sexual coercion and sexual scripts. Journal of African American Studies.
17(1), 35-50. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41819274
Freyfogle, E. (2007). Agrarianism and the good society: Land, culture, conflict and hope.
University Press of Kentucky. ISBN: 9780813124391
Gaspar, C. (1999). Habermas' Theory of Communicative Action. Philippine Studies, 47(3), 407425. www.jstor.org/stable/42634329
Gergen, K.J. (1999). An invitation to social construction: Sage. ISBN 0-8039-8376 X
Gibbs, D., & O’Neill, K. (2014). The green economy, sustainability transitions, and transitions
regions: A case study of Boston. Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography,
96(3), 201-206. http://www.jstor-org.ezproxy.lib.usf.edu/stable/43299496
Glanz K., &Yaroch, A. (2004). Strategies for increasing fruit and vegetable intake in grocery
stores and communities: policy, pricing, and environmental change. Preventive
Medicine. 39 (Suppl. 2): S75–80. doi:10.1016/j.ypmed.2004.01.004
Goodbody, A., & Smith, B. (2019). Stories of energy: Narrative in the energy
humanities. Resilience: A Journal of the Environmental Humanities, 6(2-3), 1-25.
10.5250/resilience.6.2-3.0001
Global Citizens Manifesto. (2015, April 17).
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/the-global-citizen-manifesto/
gloaming. (n.d.). Synonyms.com. https://www.synonyms.com/antonyms/gloaming
Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Harvard
University Press

249

Gore, A., Guggenheim, D., David, L., Bender, L., Burns, S.Z., Skoll, J. & Chilcott, L. (2006). An
Inconvenient Truth [Film]. Paramount Pictures Corporation
Greene, C. (2005). Our separate ways: Women and the Black Freedom Movement in Durham,
North Carolina. The University of North Carolina Press.
Gunn, A. (2001). Environmental ethics and trophy hunting. Ethics & the Environment 6(1),
68-95. 10.1353/een.2001.0006
Griffin, E., Ledbetter, A. & Sparks, G. (2015). A first look at communication theory (9th ed.)
McGraw-Hill Education. ISBN 9780073523927
Hall, S. (1990). Cultural identity and diaspora: International Migration Review 2. In J.
Rutherford (Ed.), Identity, community, culture and difference (pp. 222-237). Lawrence
and Wishart. https://sites.middlebury.edu
Hampl, P. (1999). I could tell you stories: Sojourns in the land of memory. W.W. Norton. ISBN:
0393320316
Hardner, J. & Rice, R. (2002). Rethinking green consumerism. Scientific American 6(5), 88-95.
ISSN: 00368733
Helgren, A., & Vasconocellos, J. (2010). Girlhood: A global history. Rutgers University Press.
ISBN: 978-0-8135-4706-6
Herbold, H. (1994, Winter). Never a level playing field: Blacks and the GI Bill. The Journal of
Blacks in Higher Education, 6, 104-108. 10.2307/2962479
Herscher, R. August 20, 2020. The Atlantic is awash with far more plastic than previously
thought, study finds. [Radio Broadcast]. National Public Radio. npr.org.
Hill Collins, P. (2000). Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of
empowerment. Routledge. ISBN: 0-415-92483-9

250

Hirschman, C. (2004). The origins and demise of the concept of race. Population and
Development Review, 30(3), 385-415. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3401408
Honos-Webb, L. (2021). What is ecological consciousness? Sharecare. sharecare.com.
Houston, J.B., & Buzzanell, P. M. (2020). Communication and resilience. Introduction to the
Journal of Applied Communication Research special issue. Journal of Applied
Communication Research, 48(1), 1-4. 10.1080/00909882.2020.1711956
Hunter, L. M., Hatch, A. & Johnson, A. (2004). Cross-national gender variation in environmental
behaviors. Social Science Quarterly, 85(3), 677-694 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.oo384941.2004.00239.x
Hur, M., Kim, Y., Song, H. R., Kim, J. M., Choi, Y. I., & Yi, H. (2011). Effect of genetically
modified poplars on soil microbial communities during the phytoremediation of waste
mine tailings. Applied and Environmental Microbiology. 77(21), 7611-7619.
https://doi.org/10.1128/AEM.06102-11
Imai, H., Nakashizuka, T. & Kohsaka, R.A (2019). Multi-year investigation of the factors
underlying decreasing interactions of children and adults with natural environments in
Japan. Human Ecology, 47(5), 717–731. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10745-019-00108-5
Isaac, C., & Bernstein, A. (2018). On(line) being relational: A case study. Qualitative
Report, 23(7), 1617–1630
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2256510620/fulltextPDF/3B6ED5B7A1564406PQ/1
?accountid=14745
Jackson, T., & Marks, N. (1999). Consumption, sustainable welfare and human needs--With
reference to UK expenditure patters between 1954 and 1994. Ecological Economics,
28(3), 421-441. 10.1016/S0921-8009(98)00108-6. ISSN 0921-8009

251

Jegatheesan, B., Enders-Slegers, M. J., Ormerod, E., & Boyden, P. (2020). Understanding the
link between animal cruelty and family violence: The bioecological systems
model. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(9), 3116.
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17093116
Jerneck, A. (2018). What about gender in climate change? Twelve feminist lessons from
development. Sustainability, 10(3), 637. 10.3390/su10030627
Johnson, M.A., & Johnson, N.R. (2020). The resilience of sensation in urban planning. Poroi,
15(1), 5. 10.13008/2151-2957.1295
Jorgenson, J., & Sullivan, T. (2010). Accessing children's perspectives through participatory
photo interviews [43 paragraphs]. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 11(1), Art. 8,
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-fqs100189
Joseph, R.L. (2009). “Tyra Banks is fat”: Reading (post-)racism and (post-)feminism in the
new millennium, Critical Studies in Media Communication, 26(3), 237254. 10.1080/15295030903015096
Kahrl, A. (2014). “The sunbelt’s sandy foundation:” Coastal development and the making of
the modern South. Southern Cultures, 20(3), 24-42. 10.1353/scu.2014.0028
Katznelson, I. (2005). When affirmative action was White: An untold history of racial inequality
in Twentieth-Century America. W.W. Norton. ISBN: 13-978-0-393-32851-6 pbk
Kaalund, V. (2004). Witness to truth: Black women heeding the call for environmental
justice. In R. Stein (Ed.), New perspectives on environmental justice: Gender, sexuality,
and activism (pp. 78-92). Rutgers University Press
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5hj8sn.9
Kearney, M.C. (2009). Coalescing: The development of Girls’ Studies. NWSA
Journal, 21(1), 1-28. 10.1353/nwsa.0.0065 ISBN: 2151-7371

252

Kilbourne, W. (1995). Green advertising: Salvation or oxymoron? Journal of
Advertising, 24(2), 7-19. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4188968
Kvale, S. (1996). InterViews: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing. Sage.
ISBN 0-8039-5819-6
Leadbeater, B. J. R., & Way, N. (Eds.) (1996). Urban girls: Resisting stereotypes, creating
identities. New York University Press. ISBN-13:9780585324234, 0585324239
Leadbeater, B. J. R., & Way, N. (Eds.). (2007). Urban girls revisited: Building strengths.
New York University Press. ISBN-13:978/0814752135
Lee, C., Levy, C. & Yap, D. (2015). How does the theory of consumption values contribute to
place values and sustainable consumption. International Journal of Consumer Studies,
39(6). 10.1111/ijcs.12231
Lee, K.S. (2008). Making environmental communications meaningful to female adolescents.
Science Communications, 30(2), 147-176. https://doi.org/10.1177/1075547008324364
Lee, K.S. (2004). The effects of social activism on the occupational experience, locus
of control, and well-being of black midlife women. Journal of Black
Psychology, 30(3), 386-405. https://doi.org/10.1177/0095798404266054
Lerner, G. (1974). Early community work of Black Club Women. The Journal of Negro
History, 59(2), 158-167. http://doi.org:10.2307/2717327
Leschziner, V. (20078). Kitchen stories: Patterns of recognition in contemporary high cuisine.
Sociological Forum, 22(1), 77-101. 10.1111/j.1573-7861.2006.00005.x
Lichtenberg, E., Shortle, J., Wilen, J., & Zilberman, D. (2010). Natural resource economics and
conservation: Contributions of agricultural economics and agricultural economists.
American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 92(2), 469-486. 10.1093/ajae/aaq006

253

Lindsey, T. (2013). “One time for my girls”: African American girlhood, empowerment and
popular visual culture. Journal of African American Studies, 17(1), 22-34.
10.1007/s12111-0129217-2
Littlefield, A., Lieberman, L., Reynolds, L.T., & Azevêdo, E. (1982). Redefining race: The
potential demise of a concept in physical anthropology. Current Anthropology, 23(6),
641–647. https://doi.org/10.1086/202915
Lister, R., & Campling, J. (2003). Citizenship: feminist perspectives (2nd ed.).
New York University Press.
Lorde, A. (1983). Zami: A new spelling of my name. The Crossing Press.
ISBN: 978-0-89594-122-0
Macdairmid, J. (2014). Seasonality and dietary requirements: Will eating seasonal food
contribute to health and environmental sustainability? Proceedings of the Nutrition
Society 73(3), 368-75. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0029665113003753
MacInnis, C., & Portelli, J. (2002). Dialogue as research. Journal of Thought, 37(2), 33-44.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/42590273
Mansvelt, J., & Robbins, P. (Eds.). (2011). Green consumerism: An A-to-Z guide. Sage.
https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781412973809
Martin, J.L., Maris, V, & Simberoff, D. (2016). The need to respect nature and its limits
challenges society and conversation science. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the United States of America, 113(22), 6105-6112
www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1525003113
Mathews, D. (2014). The ecology of democracy: Finding ways to have a stronger hand
in shaping our future. Kettering Foundation Press.

254

Mazzarella, S.R., & Pecora, N.O. (2007). Girls in crisis. Journal of Communication Inquiry,
31(1), 6-27. https://doi.org/10.1177/0196859906294712
McDonnell, T. (2014). Drawing out culture: Productive methods to measure cognition
and resonance. Theory and Society, 43, 247-274. 10.1007/s11186-014-9224-5
McKibben, B. (2011). Eaarth: Making a life on a tough new planet. St. Martin’s Griffin Press.
ISBN: 9780312541194
Meisner, M. (2021). Environmental communication: What it is and why it matters. International
Environmental Communication Association. theieca.org
Melson, G. (2013). Children's ideas about the moral standing and social welfare of non-human
species. The Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, 40(4), Article 6.
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol40/iss4/6
Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Commerce. In Merriam-Webster.com dictionary.
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/commerce
Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Ecological consciousness. Merriam-Webster.com dictionary.
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ecological
consciousness
Mohai, P. (2003). Dispelling old myths: African American concern for the environment.
Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 45(5), 10-26.
10.1080/00139150309604546
Mohai, P. (2002). Race and environmental voting in the U.S. Congress. Social Science
Quarterly, 83(1), 167-189. https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-6237.00077
Mohai, P. (1992). Men, women, and the environment: An examination of the gender gap in
environmental concern and activism. Society & Natural Resources, 5(1), 1
19. doi: 10.1080/08941929209380772

255

Montgomery, D. (2007). Dirt: The erosion of civilizations. University of California
Press.http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1pnm6p
Morland, K., Wing, S., Roux, A. & Poole, C. (2002). Neighborhood characteristics associated
with the location of food stores and food service places. American Journal of Preventive
Medicine, 22(1), 23-29. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0749-3797(01)00403-2
Mosiander, J. (2007). Motivational complexity of green consumerism. International Journal of
Consumer Studies, 31(4), 404-409. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1470-6431.2007.00586.x
Mumby, D.K. (2000). Power and politics. In L.L. Putnam & F.M. Jablin (Eds.), The new
handbook of organizational communication: Advances in theory, research, and methods
(pp. 585-623). Sage
Mwaura, G., Fitzgerald, M., & deSouza, P. (2019). Environmental and sustainability clubs.
Encyclopedia of Sustainability in Higher Education, 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3319-63951-2_238-1
National Interstate and Defense Highways Act of 1956. (1978). 16 U.S.C. 503; 23 U.S.C.
National Trust for Historic Preservation [Web]. Library of Congress.
http://Iccn.loc.goc/2003618828
Nesbit, M. C. (2009). Communicating climate change: Why frames matter for public
engagement. Environment, 51(2), 12-23. https://doi.org/10.3200/ENVT.51.2.12-23
Obama, M. (2012). American Grown: The story of the White House kitchen garden and gardens
across America. Crown Publishers. ISBN 978-0-307-95600-6
Obama, M. (2010). Let’s Move! https://letsmove.obamawhitehouse.archives.gov
O’Grady, J.P. (2003). How sustainable is the idea of sustainability? Interdisciplinary Studies in
Literature and Environment, 10(1), 1-10. http://doi.org/10.1093/isle/10.1.1

256

Oxford Dictionary (2019). Upcycle. Oxford University Press.
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/upcycle accessed March 18, 2021
Paasi, A. (2009). Bounded spaces in a “borderless world”: Border studies, power and the
anatomy of territory, Journal of Power, 2(2), 213-234. 10.1080/17540290903064275
Pal, M. (2016). Organization at the margins: Subaltern resistance of Singur. Human Relations,
69(2), 419–438. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726715589797
Pal, M., & Dutta, M. (2013). Land is our mother: Alternative meanings of development in
subaltern organizing Journal of International and Intercultural Communication.
6(3), 203-220. https://doi.org/10.1080/17513057.2013.765954
Parekh, B. (2003). Cosmopolitanism and global citizenship. Review of International
Studies, 29(1), 3-17. doi: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210503000019
Parker, J.D., & McDonough, M.H. (1999). Environmentalism of African Americans: An
analysis of the subculture and barriers. Environment and Behavior, 31(2) 155-177.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00139169921972047
Parker, P.S. (2020). Ella Baker's Catalytic Leadership: A primer on community engagement and
communication for social justice. University of California Press.
PCB Landfill Protest, September 1982, in the Jerome Friar Photographic Collection and Related
Materials #P0090, North Carolina Collection Photographic Archives, Louis Round
Wilson Special Collections Library, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
Pilgrim, S.E., Cullen, L.C., Smith, D.J., & Pretty, J. (2008). Ecological knowledge is lost in
wealthier communities and countries. Environmental Science & Technology, 42(4),
1004–1009. https://doi.org/10.1021/es070837v
Plec, E. (2011). Green discourses. In D. Mulvaney & P. Robbins (Eds.), Green politics: An Ato-Z guide (pp. 43-44). Sage. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412971867.n65

257

Rands, M., Adams, W., Bennun, L., Butchart, S., Clements, A., Coomes, D., Entwistle, A.,
Hodge, I., Kapos, V., Scharlemann, J., Sutherland, W., & Vira, B. (2010). Biodiversity
conservation: Challenges beyond 2010. Science, 329(5997) 1298-1303.
http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1189138
Robbins, P. (2012). Political ecology: A critical introduction. Blackwell.
ISBN: 405102667
Root, R. (2008). The nonfictionist’s guide: On reading and writing creative nonfiction. Rowman
and Littlefield. ISBN010: 07425-5617-4
Rushkoff, D. (2011). Life, inc: How corporatism conquered the world and how we can take it
back. Random House. 978-0-0-8129-7850-6
Ruther, R. R. (2004). Women healing earth: Third world women on ecology, feminism
and religion. Orbis Books.ISBN:1-57075-057-2
Santora, K. & Vincenzo T. (2013). Beyond race and ethnicity. Examining development in
context. CYF News. http://www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/newsletter/2013/08/
multiculturalism-perspectives
Schahn, J., & Holzer, E. (1990). Studies of individual environmental concern: The role of
knowledge, gender, and background variables. Environment and Behavior, 22(6) 767786. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916590226003
Schlosberg, D. (2013). Theorising environmental justice: the expanding sphere of a
discourse, Environmental Politics, 22(1) 3755. https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2013.755387
Scora, R. (1975). On the history and origin of citrus. Bulletin of the Torrey Botanical
Club, 102(6), 369-375. 10.2307/2484763

258

Seyfang, G. (2005). Shopping for sustainability: Can sustainable consumption promote
ecological citizenship? In A. Dobson & A.V. Saiz (Eds.), Citizenship, environment and
economy (pp. 137-154). Routledge. ISBN10: 0-415-36672-0
Seyfang, G. (2004). Eco-warriors in the supermarket? Evaluating the UK sustainable
consumption strategy as a tool for ecological citizenship, CSERGE Working Paper EDM,
No. 04-07, University of East Anglia, Centre for Social and Economic Research on
Global Environment, Norwich
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/80261/1/390755257.pdf
Shah, A. (2014, January 19). Why is biodiversity: Who cares? Global Issues: Social, political,
economic and environmental that affect us all.
http://www.globalissues.org/article/170/why-is-biodiversity-important-who-cares
Sharma, K., & Bansal, M. (2013). Environmental consciousness, its antecedents and
behavioral outcomes. Journal of Indian Business Research, 5(3), 198-214.
https://doi.org.10.1108/jibr-10-2012-0080
Sheehan K., & Atkinson L. (2012). Revisiting green advertising and the reluctant
consumer. Journal of Advertising, 41(4), 5-7. 10.1080/00913367.2012.10672453
Sherwood, M., Story, M., & Obarzanek, E. (2012). Correlates of obesity in African American
girls: An overview. Obesity, a Research Journal, 12(S9), 3S-6S.
https://doi.org/10.1038/oby.2004.263
Shiva, V. (2020, March 18). Ecological reflections on the Corona Virus. One planet, one health,
connected through biodiversity: From the forest, to our farms, to the gut microbiome.
Jivad: The Vandana Shiva Blog. Navdanya.org.
Shiva, V. (2016). Staying alive: Women, ecology and development. North Atlantic Books.
ISBN: 978-1623170516

259

Shiva, V., Anderson, P., Shucking, H. Gray, A., Lohmann, L., & Cooper, D. (2003).
Biodiversity: Social and ecological perspectives. Zed Books. ISBN: 1-85649-054-8 Pb
Smith, A., & Bortree, D. (2012). Buying green or being green: Environmental consciousness
frames in English language teen magazines. Journal of Children and Media, 6(4), 520540. https://doi.org/10.1080/17482798.2012.659671
Soron, D. (2010). Self-identity and the sociology of consumption. Sustainable Development,
18(3), 172-181. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.457
Spencer, A. (2009). Earth, I thank you. In C. Dungy (Ed.), Black nature: Four centuries of
African American nature poetry. (p. 325). University of Georgia Press. (Original work
published 1920). ISBN: 13: 978-0-8203-3277-2
Special Protections for Children as Research Subjects. (n.d.) Department of Health and
Human Services portal. hhs.gov/ohrp/policy/populations/children.html
Steger, M.B. (2013). Globalization: A very short introduction. Oxford University Press.
ISBN:13: 978-0-19-280359-7
Stern, P.C., & Dietz, T. (1994). Toward a coherent theory of environmentally significant
behavior. Journal of Social Issues, 56(3), 407-424. http://doi.org/10.1111/00224537.00175
Story, M. (2008). Creating healthy food and eating environments: Policy and environmental
approaches. Annual Review of Public Health, 29, 235-272.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.publhealth.29.020907.090926
Szasz, A. (2007). Shopping our way to safety: How we changed from protecting the environment
to protecting ourselves. Agriculture and Human Values, 24, 261-262. University of
Minnesota Press. 978-0-8166-3508-5

260

Tamari, S. & Gordon, H. (2004). Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception: A
basis for sharing the earth. Greenwood. ISBN 0-313-32372-0
Taylor, D. (1989). Blacks and the environment: Toward an explanation of the concern
and action gap between Blacks and Whites. Environment and Behavior, 21(2),
175-206. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916589212003
Taylor, D. (2002). American environmentalism: The role of race, class and gender in
shaping activism 1820-1995. Race, Gender and Class, 5(1), 16-62.
https://doi.org/10.2737/PNW-GTR-534
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. (2021). un.org
United Nations Population Fund. (2015). Ten: How our future depends on a girl at this
decisive age. unfpa.org
United States Department of Energy, Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy.
(2021). energy.gov
Van Gorp, B. (2007). The constructionist approach to framing: Bringing culture back in.
Journal of Communication, 57(1), 60-78. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.00219916.2007.00329.x
Weekes, D. (2003). Keeping it in the community: Creating safe spaces for black
girlhood. Community, Work & Family, 6(1), 47-61.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1366880032000063897
Weingroff, R.F. (1996). Federal Highway Act of 1956, Creating the interstate system: Public
Roads. Washington, DC: Federal Highway Administration.
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/publications/publicroads/96summer/p96su2.cfm
Wilk, R. (2006). Bottled water: The pure commodity in the age of branding. Journal of
Consumer Culture, 6(3), 303-325. https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540506068681

261

Wilkerson, J. (2020). Pointing a way forward. Southern Cultures, 26(3), 6-19.
10.1353/scu.2020.0037
Wilkins, J.L. (2020). Nutrition education in the Anthropocene: Toward public and planetary
health. Journal of Agriculture, 9(3), 1-11. ISSN: 21520798
Wilkins, J.L. (1996). Seasonality, food origin, and food preference: A comparison between food
cooperative members and nonmember. Journal of Nutrition Education, 28(6), p 329-337.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-3182(96)70122-X
Williams, M.G., & Lewis, J.A. (2021). Developing a conceptual framework of Black
womens’ gendered racial identity development. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 45(2),
212–228. https://doi-org.ezproxy.lib.usf.edu/10.1177/0361684320988602
Zelezny, L. & Bailey, M. (2006). A call for women to lead a different environmental movement.
Organization & Environment, 19(1), 103-109.https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026605285588
Zerubavel, E. (2014, April). Hidden in plain sight: On the social construction of
irrelevance. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the New School for Social
Research, Student Society Conference, Phenomenology and Social Structures, New
York, NY. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199366606.001.0001

262

APPENDIX A
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL

September 15, 2016
Toni Young Communication Tampa, FL 33612
RE: Expedited Approval for Initial Review
IRB#: Pro00026549
Title: Learning From The Seed: Illuminating African American Girlhood Within Sustainable
Living Paradigms
Study Approval Period: 9/15/2016 to 9/15/2017
Dear Ms. Young:
On 9/15/2016, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and APPROVED the above
application and all documents contained within, including those outlined below.
Approved Item(s):
Protocol Document(s): Research Protocol_v1_9.9.16
Consent/Assent Document(s)*: Assent_V1_Learning From the Seed.pdf
Parental Permission_V1_Learning From the Seed.pdf
*Please use only the official IRB stamped informed consent/assent document(s) found under the
"Attachments" tab. Please note, these consent/assent document(s) are only valid during the
approval period indicated at the top of the form(s).
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It was the determination of the IRB that your study qualified for expedited review which
includes activities that (1) present no more than minimal risk to human subjects, and (2) involve
only procedures listed in one or more of the categories outlined below.
The IRB may review research through the expedited review procedure authorized by
45CFR46.110. The research proposed in this study is categorized under the following expedited
review category:
(6) Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research purposes.
(7) Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to,
research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural
beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral history,
focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance methodologies.
Study involves children and falls under 45 CFR 46.404: Research not involving more than
minimal risk.
As the principal investigator of this study, it is your responsibility to conduct this study in
accordance with IRB policies and procedures and as approved by the IRB. Any changes to the
approved research must be submitted to the IRB for review and approval via an amendment.
Additionally, all unanticipated problems must be reported to the USF IRB within five (5)
calendar days.
We appreciate your dedication to the ethical conduct of human subject research at the University
of South Florida and your continued commitment to human research protections. If you have any
questions regarding this matter, please call 813-974-5638.
Sincerely,
John Schinka, Ph.D., Chairperson USF Institutional Review Board
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APPENDIX B
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT BULLETIN
Does your daughter care about Earth’s natural environment?
She may be eligible to participate in a university-based study that looks at the historic
relationship between African American girls and the environment.
The research study is called, Learning from the Seed, Illuminating Black Girlhood Within
Sustainability Paradigms. The study is being conducted by Toni Young, a doctoral candidate in
the department of Communication, at the University of South Florida.
Your daughter’s involvement is voluntary.
As a voluntary participant in this study, your daughter will:
•
•
•

Interact with girls who share views of the world that are similar to her own.
Share her existing knowledge and acquire new knowledge about protecting
the environment.
Discover how her everyday actions contribute to sustaining a healthy planet.

Participation is open to girls aged 12-15 who identify as African American and live in the Tampa
Heights community, Tampa, Florida. Girls who participate will take part in two one-hour
interviews and creative art-based activities in two sites:
Tampa Heights Community Center
Tampa Heights Community Garden
The two interviews will take place Friday afternoons, 4-5 p.m. beginning in October.
A general interest meeting will be held at the Tampa Heights Community Center,
September 30th at 7 p.m. To register to attend this event, please leave your name and preferred
contact information with your community center staff for Toni Young,
the principal investigator for this study.
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APPENDIX C
YOUTH INTERVIEW GUIDE
Warm-up period inquiries
• Hello, will you state your name?
• How old are you?
• Do you like this setting?
• What school do you attend?
• What is your favorite thing about school?
• Tell me about your best, most favorite teacher ever.
• What fun things do you do after school and on weekends?
• Next school year, you will be one step closer to graduating. How do you feel about that?
Perception of “future”
Do you mind if we talk about the future?
• Does the word “future” have meaning for you?
• (If so) What does it mean to you?
• What thoughts come to mind when you think about the future?
• What thoughts come to mind when you think about the future of our world?
• Do you think life in the future will be different from life today?
• (If yes) In what ways?
• (If no) Why not? What things must remain the same in order for life to remain
unchanged?
If the participant offers no definition of “future” I will offer a brief explanation then, ask:
• I’m curious, what thoughts come to mind when you think about the future?
• What thoughts come to mind when you think about the future of our world?
• Will the way we live in the future be different or the same as we live today?
• (If different) In what ways will we live differently?
• (If same) How can the way we live remain unchanged over time?
Production
I’d like to talk about food now. Is that okay?
• I love food! What are some of your favorite things to eat?
• Where do the foods you eat come from?
• Do you or someone you know have a garden?
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•
•
•
•
•
•

(If so) Which foods are grown in the garden? Who picks (harvests) those foods? Are the
foods from the garden ever shared with others?
Please tell me about your experience in the garden, if any. What things go on there?
(If not) Do you or someone you know grow foods in a garden?
Do you know anyone who has successfully planted seeds?
Have you ever planted a seed?
What happened when you, or someone you know, planted that seed?

Consumption
Let’s talk about the way everyday things are utilized.
• Do you know what natural resources are?
• (If so) What do you know about natural resources?
• How do you know about natural resources?
• (If not) I will provide a definition or explanation then, ask the following:
• Can you name a few natural resources that you think are important?
• Do you think the use of natural resources today can impact the future?
• (If yes) In what way(s)?
• (If not) why not?
• Does it matter whether or not natural resources are preserved? What other things might
you save or protect?
• Are protection and preservation efforts for future use?
• (If not) Help me understand why not.
• Do you help to protect natural resources of any kind?
• (If yes) In what ways do you help? Can you give an example or two? Did someone teach
you how to help?
• (If yes) Who taught you how to help and why?
• (If no) What kinds of actions might suggest that someone is not protecting natural
resources? What can be done about that behavior?
Transportation
Now is a good time to talk about the way people move around/travel from place to place.
• How do you travel from place to place each day? How do your family members go from
place to place?
• Do you or your family members ever share rides with anyone, such as other family
members or friends?
• What are your thoughts about using public transit systems that move many people at
once?
• Have you ever ridden a bus, train or trolley?
• (If so) Tell me about your experience? Would you use that form of transportation again?
• Do you think more people should ride the bus? Why or Why not?
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do you use mass transit (i.e. the bus) for fun or for some other reason?
Do you have a bicycle?
Do you ride your bicycle? Where to? How often?
Do you walk from place to place?
(If yes) Where to, when and how often do you walk?
(If no) Is it because you prefer to ride in a car or other vehicle?
Do you walk, ride your bicycle or mass transit with someone?
(If yes) With whom? Is this person your regular walking or riding partner?
Tell me, what are your thoughts about walking?
Are there any advantages or disadvantages to walking?
Are the advantages or disadvantages to yourself, to the environment, or both?

Waste/Waste Reduction, Energy, Recycling
Do you mind if we talk about waste and how waste is managed?
• If you think about living in a way that protects Earth, what thoughts come to mind?
• (If needed) Can you draw or describe a picture that represents your thoughts?
• When you think about waste and reduction, do your thoughts about preservation of
natural resources change?
• Are natural resources valuable?
• (If yes) Why are they valuable?
• (If not) Why not?
• Why do you think this way?
• How do you define “waste?”
• Is waste talked about in your home?
• (If yes) How is waste handled in your home?
• (If not) How is waste handled in your home?
• Who decides what is considered waste?
Role models, influencers, history
I would like to hear about the people who influence your thoughts and actions.
• Who is the greatest influence in your life? What makes it so?
• Where do you think your ideas about life and everyday living come from?
• Where do your parents’ ideas about everyday living come from?
• Who or what is the source of your ideas about the environment?
• How are these ideas presented or taught to you?
• Do you help with household chores?
• Are you able to perform the same tasks as your family members?
• Which chores, if any, are yours specifically?
• Are your chores assigned?
• (If yes) By whom? Does the same person teach you to do them properly?
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•
•
•
•

(If no) How do you make decisions about your role and contribution to the family?
Do your friends have chores?
Who might teach others, like your friends, to do their chores?
Are you familiar with the phrase “sustainable living?” What is sustainable living to you?
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